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For Hugo, who arrived in the middle


 


PROLOGUE
tourists had 
stopped to gawp at Milly as she stood 
in her wedding dress on the registry office steps. They clogged up 
the pavement opposite while Oxford shoppers, accustomed to the 
yearly influx, stepped round them into the road, not even bothering to 
complain. A few glanced up towards the steps of the registry 
office to see what all the fuss was about, and tacitly acknowledged 
that the young couple on the steps did make a very striking pair.
One or two of the tourists had even brought out 
cameras, and 
Milly beamed joyously at them, revelling in their attention; trying to 
imagine the picture she and Allan made together. Her spiky, 
white-blond hair was growing hot in the afternoon sun; the hired 
veil was scratchy against her neck, the nylon lace of her dress felt 
uncomfortably damp wherever it touched her body. But still she 
felt light-hearted and full of a euphoric energy. And whenever she 
glanced up at Allan at her husband a new, hot thrill of excitement 
coursed through her body, obliterating all other sensation.


She had only arrived in Oxford three weeks ago. 
School had 
finished in July and while all her friends had planned trips to 
Ibiza and Spain and Amsterdam, Milly had been packed off to a 
secretarial college in Oxford. `Much more useful than some silly 
holiday,' her mother had announced firmly. `And just think what 
an advantage you'll have over the others when it comes to jobhunting.' 
But Milly didn't want an advantage over the others. She 
wanted a suntan and a boyfriend, and beyond that, she didn't really 
care.
So on the second day of the typing course, 
she'd slipped off 
after lunch. She'd found a cheap hairdresser and, with a surge 
of exhilaration, told him to chop her hair short and bleach it. 
Then, feeling light and happy, she'd wandered around the dry, 
sun-drenched streets of Oxford, dipping into cool cloisters and 
chapels, peering behind stone arches, wondering where she might 
sunbathe. It was pure coincidence that she'd eventually chosen a 
patch of lawn in Corpus Christi College; that Rupert's rooms 
should have been directly opposite; that he and Allan should have 
decided to spend that afternoon doing nothing but lying on the 
grass, drinking Pimm's.
She'd watched, 
surreptitiously, as they sauntered onto the lawn, 
clinked glasses and lit up cigarettes; gazed harder as one of them 
took off his shirt to reveal a tanned torso. She'd listened to the 
snatches of their conversation which wafted through the air towards her 
and found herself longing to know these debonair, goodlooking men. When,
 suddenly, the older one addressed her, she felt 
her heart leap with excitement.
`Have you got a 
light?' His voice was dry, American, amused.


`Yes,' she stuttered, feeling in her pocket. `Yes, I
 have.'
`We're terribly lazy, I'm afraid.' The 
younger man's eyes met 
hers: shyer; more diffident. `I've got a lighter; just inside that 
window.' He pointed to a stone mullioned arch. `But it's too hot to 
move. 
`We'll repay you with a glass of Pimm's,' 
said the American. 
He'd held out his hand. `Allan.'
`Rupert.'
She'd lolled on the grass with them for the rest of the
 afternoon, soaking up the sun and alcohol; flirting and giggling; 
making them both laugh with her descriptions of her fellow secretaries. 
At the pit of her stomach was a feeling of anticipation which increased 
as the afternoon wore on: a sexual frisson heightened by 
the fact that there were two of them and they were both beautiful. 
Rupert was lithe and golden like a young lion; his hair a shining blond 
halo; his teeth gleaming white against his smooth brown 
face. Allan's face was crinkled and his hair was greying at the 
temples, but his grey-green eyes made her heart jump when they 
met hers, and his voice caressed her ears like silk.
When Rupert rolled over onto his back and said to the 
sky, `Shall 
we go for something to eat tonight?' she'd thought he must be 
asking her out. An immediate, unbelieving joy had coursed through 
her; simultaneously she'd recognized that she would have preferred 
it if it had been Allan.
But then Allan rolled 
over too, and said `Sure thing.' And then 
he leaned over and casually kissed Rupert on the mouth.
The strange thing was, after the initial, 
heart-stopping shock, 
Milly hadn't really minded. In fact, this way was almost better: 
this way, she had the pair of them to herself. She'd gone to San 
Antonio's with them that night and basked in the jealous glances of two 
fellow secretaries at another table. The next night they'd 
played jazz on an old wind-up gramophone and drunk mint juleps 
and taught her how to roll joints. Within a week, they'd become 
a regular threesome.


And then Allan had asked her to marry him.
Immediately, without thinking, she'd said yes. He'd 
laughed, 
assuming she was joking, and started on a lengthy explanation of 
his plight. He'd spoken of visas, of Home Office officials, of outdated 
systems and discrimination against gays. All the while, he'd 
gazed at her entreatingly, as though she still needed to be won 
over. But Milly was already won over, was already pulsing with 
excitement at the thought of dressing up in a wedding dress, holding a 
bouquet; doing something more exciting than she'd ever 
done in her life. It was only when Allan said, half frowning, `I can't 
believe I'm actually asking someone to break the law for me!' that 
she realized quite what was going on. But the tiny qualms which 
began to prick her mind were no match for the exhilaration pounding 
through her as Allan put his arm around her and said quietly 
into her ear, `You're an angel.' Milly had smiled breathlessly back, 
and said, `It's nothing,' and truly meant it.
And
 now they were married. They'd hurtled through the vows: 
Allan in a dry, surprisingly serious voice; Milly quavering on the 
brink of giggles. Then they'd signed the register. Allan first, his 
hand quick and deft, then Milly, attempting to produce a grownup 
signature for the occasion. And then, almost to Milly's surprise, 
it was done, and they were husband and wife. Allan had given Milly 
a tiny grin and kissed her again. Her mouth still tingled slightly 
from the touch of him; her wedding finger still felt self-conscious 
in its gold-plated ring.


`That's enough pictures,' said Allan suddenly. `We 
don't want 
to be too conspicuous.'
`Just a couple more,' 
said Milly quickly. It had been almost impossible to persuade Allan and 
Rupert that she should hire a wedding dress for the occasion; now she 
was wearing it, she wanted to 
prolong the moment for ever. She moved slightly closer to Allan, 
clinging to his elbow, feeling the roughness of his suit against her 
bare arm. A sharp summer breeze had begun to ripple through her 
hair, tugging at her veil and cooling the back of her neck. An old 
theatre programme was being blown along the dry empty gutter; 
on the other side of the street the tourists were starting to melt 
away.
`Rupert!' called Allan. `That's enough 
snapping!'
`Wait!' said Milly desperately. `What 
about the confetti!'
`Well, OK,' said Allan 
indulgently. `I guess we can't forget 
Milly's confetti.'
He reached into his pocket and
 tossed a multicoloured handful into the air. At the same time, a gust 
of wind caught Milly's veil 
again, this time ripping it away from the tiny plastic tiara in her 
hair and sending it spectacularly up into the air like a gauzy plume 
of smoke. It landed on the pavement, at the feet of a dark-haired 
boy of about sixteen, who bent and picked it up. He began to look 
at it carefully, as though examining some strange artefact.
`Hi!' called Milly at once. `That's mine!' And she 
began running down the steps towards him, leaving a trail of confetti as
 
she went. `That's mine,' she repeated clearly as she neared the boy, 
thinking he might be a foreign student; that he might not understand 
English.
`Yes,' said the boy, in a dry, well-bred
 voice. `I gathered that.'


He held out the veil to her and Milly smiled 
self-consciously 
at him, prepared to flirt a little. But the boy's expression didn't 
change; behind the glint of his round spectacles, she detected a 
slight teenage scorn. She felt suddenly aggrieved and a little foolish, 
standing bare-headed, in her ill-fitting nylon wedding dress.
`Thanks,' she said, taking the veil from him. The boy 
shrugged.
`Any time.'
He 
watched as she fixed the layers of netting back in place, her 
hands self-conscious under his gaze. `Congratulations,' he added.
`What for?' said Milly, without thinking. Then she 
looked up 
and blushed. `Oh yes, of course. Thank you very much.'
`Have a happy marriage,' said the boy in deadpan tones.
 He 
nodded at her and before Milly could say anything else, walked 
off.
`Who was that?' said Allan, appearing 
suddenly at her side.
`I don't know,' said Milly.
 `He wished us a happy marriage.'
`A happy 
divorce, more like,' said Rupert, who was clutching 
Allan's hand. Milly looked at him. His face was glowing; he seemed 
more beautiful than ever before.
`Milly, I'm very
 grateful to you,' said Allan. `We both are.'
`There's
 no need to be,' said Milly. `Honestly, it was fun!'
`Well, even so. We've bought you a little something.' 
Allan 
glanced at Rupert, then reached in his pocket and gave Milly a little 
box. `Freshwater pearls,' he explained as she opened it. `We 
hope you like them.'
`I love them!' Milly looked 
from one to the other, eyes shining. `You shouldn't have!'
`We wanted to,' said Allan seriously. `To say thank you
 for being a great friend and a perfect bride.' He fastened the necklace
 
around Milly's neck, and she flushed with pleasure. `You look 
beautiful,' he said softly. `The most beautiful wife a man could 
hope for.'


`And now,' said Rupert, `how about some champagne?'
They spent the rest of that day punting down the 
Cherwell, 
drinking vintage champagne and making extravagant toasts to each 
other. In the following days, Milly spent every spare moment with 
Rupert and Allan. At the weekends they drove out into the countryside, 
laying sumptuous picnics out on checked rugs. They visited Blenheim, and
 Milly insisted on signing the visitors' book, Mr 
and Mrs Allan Kepinski. When, three weeks later, her time at secretarial
 college was up, Allan and Rupert reserved a farewell table 
at the Randolph, made her order three courses and wouldn't let 
her see the prices.
The next day, Allan took her 
to the station, helped her stash 
her luggage on a rack, and dried her tears with a silk handkerchief. 
He kissed her goodbye, and promised to write and said they would 
meet in London soon.
Milly never saw him again.


 


CHAPTER ONE
Ten Years 
Later
large and airy and overlooked the biscuity 
streets of Bath, coated in a January icing of snow. It had been 
refurbished some years back in a traditional manner, with striped 
wallpaper and a few good Georgian pieces. These, however, were 
currently lost under the welter of bright clothes, CDs, magazines 
and make-up piled high on every available surface. In the corner 
a handsome mahogany wardrobe was almost entirely masked by 
a huge white cotton dress carrier; on the bureau was a hat box; 
on the floor by the bed was a suitcase half full of clothes for a 
warm-weather honeymoon.
Milly, who had come up 
some time earlier to finish packing, 
leaned back comfortably in her bedroom chair, glanced at the 
clock, and took a bite of toffee apple. In her lap was a glossy 
magazine, open at the problem pages. `Dear Anne,' the first began. `I 
have been keeping a secret from my husband.' Milly rolled her 
eyes. She didn't even have to look at the advice. It was always the 
same. Tell the truth. Be honest. Like some sort of secular catechism, to
 be learned by rote and repeated without thought.


Her eyes flicked to the second problem. `Dear Anne. I
 earn 
much more money than my boyfriend.' Milly crunched disparagingly on her 
toffee apple. Some problem. She turned over the page 
to the homestyle section, and peered at an array of expensive 
waste-paper baskets. She hadn't put a waste-paper basket on her 
wedding list. Maybe it wasn't too late.
Downstairs,
 there was a ring at the doorbell, but she didn't 
move. It couldn't be Simon, not yet; it would be one of the bed 
and breakfast guests. Idly, Milly raised her eyes from her magazine 
and looked around her bedroom. It had been hers for twenty-two 
years, ever since the Havill family had first moved into 1 Bertram 
Street and she had unsuccessfully petitioned, with a six-year-old's 
desperation, for it to be painted Barbie pink. Since then, she'd 
gone away to school, gone away to college, even moved briefly to 
London-and each time she'd come back again; back to this room. 
But on Saturday she would be leaving and never coming back. She 
would be setting up her own home. Starting afresh. As a grownup, bona 
fide, married woman.
`Milly?' Her mother's voice 
interrupted her thoughts, and 
Milly's head jerked up. 'Simon's here!'
`What?' 
Milly glanced in the mirror and winced at her dishevelled appearance. 
`He can't be.'
`Shall I send him up?' Her 
mother's head appeared round the 
door and surveyed the room. `Milly! You were supposed to be 
clearing this lot up!'
`Don't let him come up,' 
said Milly, looking at the toffee apple in her hand. `Tell him I'm 
trying my dress on. Say I'll be down in 
a minute.'


Her mother disappeared, and Milly quickly threw her 
toffee 
apple into the bin. She closed her magazine and put it on the floor, 
then, on second thoughts, kicked it under the bed. Hurriedly she 
peeled off the denim-blue leggings she'd been wearing and 
opened her wardrobe. A pair of well-cut black trousers hung to 
one side, along with a charcoal grey tailored skirt, a chocolate 
trouser suit and an array of crisp white shirts. On the other side 
of the wardrobe were all the clothes she wore when she wasn't 
going to be seeing Simon: tattered jeans, ancient jerseys, tight 
bright miniskirts. All the clothes she would have to throw out before 
Saturday.
She put on the black trousers and one 
of the white shirts, and 
reached for the cashmere sweater Simon had given her as a Christmas 
present. She looked at herself severely in the mirror, brushed 
her hair now buttery blond and shoulder-length till it shone, 
and stepped into a pair of expensive black loafers. She and Simon 
had often agreed that buying cheap shoes was a false economy; as 
far as Simon was aware, her entire collection of shoes consisted 
of the black loafers, a pair of brown boots, and a pair of navy 
Gucci snaffles which he'd bought for her himself.
Sighing,
 Milly closed her wardrobe door, stepped over a pile 
of underwear on the floor, and picked up her bag. She sprayed 
herself with scent, closed the bedroom door firmly behind her and 
began to walk down the stairs.
`Milly!' As she 
passed her mother's bedroom door, a hissed 
voice drew her attention. `Come in here!'
Obediently,
 Milly went into her mother's room. Olivia Havill was standing by the 
chest of drawers, her jewellery box open.


`Darling,' she said brightly, `why don't you borrow 
my pearls 
for this afternoon?' She held up a double pearl choker with a diamond 
clasp. `They'd look lovely against that jumper!'
`Mummy,
 we're only meeting the vicar,' said Milly. `It's not 
that important. I don't need to wear pearls.'
`Of
 course it's important!' retorted Olivia. `You must take this 
seriously, Milly. You only make your marriage vows once!' She 
paused. `And besides, all upper-class brides wear pearls.' She held 
the necklace up to Milly's throat. `Proper pearls. Not those silly 
little things.'
`I like my freshwater pearls,' 
said Milly defensively. `And I'm 
not upper class.'
`Darling, you're about to 
become Mrs Simon Pinnacle.'
`Simon isn't upper 
class!'
`Don't be silly,' said Olivia crisply. 
`Of course he is. His father's 
a multimillionaire.' Milly rolled her eyes.
`I've
 got to go,' she said.
`All right.' Olivia put 
the pearls regretfully back into her jewellery box. `Have it your own 
way. And, darling, do remember 
to ask Canon Lytton about the rose petals.'
`I 
will,' said Milly. `See you later.'
She hurried 
down the stairs and into the hall, grabbing her 
coat from the hall stand by the door.
`Hi!' she 
called into the drawing room, and as Simon came 
out into the hall, glanced hastily at the front page of that day's Daily
 
Telegraph, trying to commit as many headlines as possible to 
memory.
`Milly,' said Simon, grinning at her. 
`You look gorgeous.' Milly 
looked up and smiled.
`So do you.' Simon was 
dressed for the office, in a dark suit which sat impeccably on his firm,
 stocky frame, a blue shirt and a 
purple silk tie. His dark hair sprang up energetically from his 
wide forehead and he smelt discreetly of aftershave.


`So,' he said, opening the front door and ushering 
her out into 
the crisp afternoon air. `Off we go to learn how to be married.'
`I know,' said Milly. `Isn't it weird?'
`Complete waste of time,' said Simon. `What can a 
crumbling 
old vicar tell us about being married? He isn't even married himself.'
`Oh well,' said Milly vaguely. `I suppose it's the 
rules.'
`He'd better not start patronizing us. 
That will piss me off.'
Milly glanced at Simon. 
His neck was tense and his eyes fixed 
determinedly ahead. He reminded her of a young bulldog ready 
for a scrap.
`I know what I want from marriage,' 
he said, frowning. `We 
both do. We don't need interference from some stranger.'
`We'll just listen and nod,' said Milly. `And then 
we'll go.' She 
felt in her pocket for her gloves. `Anyway, I already know what 
he's going to say.'
`What?'
`Be kind to one another and don't sleep around.' Simon 
thought for a moment.
`I expect I could manage 
the first part.'
Milly gave him a thump and he 
laughed, drawing her near and 
planting a kiss on her shiny hair. As they neared the corner he 
reached in his pocket and bleeped his car open.
`I
 could hardly find a parking space,' he said, as he started the engine. 
`The streets are so bloody congested.' He frowned. `Whether 
this new bill will really achieve anything ...'
`The
 environment bill,' said Milly at once.


`That's right,' said Simon. `Did you read about it 
today?'
`Oh yes,' said Milly. She cast her mind 
quickly back to the Daily 
Telegraph. `Do you think they've got the emphasis quite right?'
And as Simon began to talk, she looked out of the 
window 
and nodded occasionally, and wondered idly whether she should 
buy a third bikini for her honeymoon.
Canon 
Lytton's drawing room was large, draughty and full of 
books. Books lined the walls, books covered every surface, and 
teetered in dusty piles on the floor. In addition, nearly everything 
in the room that wasn't a book, looked like a book. The teapot 
was shaped like a book, the firescreen was decorated with books; 
even the slabs of gingerbread sitting on the tea-tray resembled a 
set of encyclopaedia volumes.
Canon Lytton 
himself resembled a sheet of old paper. His 
thin, powdery skin seemed in danger of tearing at any moment; 
whenever he laughed or frowned his face creased into a thousand lines. 
At the moment as he had been during most of the 
session he was frowning. His bushy white eyebrows were knitted together,
 his eyes narrowed in concentration and his bony 
hand, clutched around an undrunk cup of tea, was waving dangerously 
about in the air.
`The secret of a successful 
marriage,' he was declaiming, `is 
trust. Trust is the key. Trust is the rock.'
`Absolutely,'
 said Milly, as she had at intervals of three minutes for the past hour.
 She glanced at Simon. He was leaning forward, as though ready to 
interrupt. But Canon Lytton was not the 
sort of speaker to brook interruptions. Each time Simon had taken 
a breath to say something, the clergyman had raised the volume of his 
voice and turned away, leaving Simon stranded in frustrated but 
deferential silence. He would have liked to take issue 
with much of what Canon Lytton was saying, she could tell. As 
for herself, she hadn't listened to a word.


Her gaze slid idly over to the glass-fronted 
bookcases to her 
left. There she was, reflected in the glass. Smart and shiny; grownup 
and groomed. She felt pleased with her appearance. Not that 
Canon Lytton appreciated it. He probably thought it was sinful 
to spend money on clothes. He would tell her she should have 
given it to the poor instead.
She shifted her 
position slightly on the sofa, stifled a yawn, 
and looked up. To her horror, Canon Lytton was watching her. 
His eyes narrowed, and he broke off mid-sentence.
`I'm
 sorry if I'm boring you, my dear,' he said sarcastically. 
`Perhaps you are familiar with this quotation already.'
Milly felt her cheeks turn pink.
`No,'
 she said, `I'm not. I was just ... um . . .' She glanced 
quickly at Simon, who grinned back and gave her a tiny wink. 
`I'm just a little tired,' she ended feebly.
`Poor
 Milly's been frantic over the wedding arrangements,' put 
in Simon. `There's a lot to organize. The champagne, the cake ...'
`Indeed,' said Canon Lytton severely. `But might I 
remind you 
that the point of a wedding is not the champagne, nor the cake; 
nor is it the presents you will no doubt receive.' His eyes flicked 
around the room, as though comparing his own dingy things with 
the shiny, sumptuous gifts piled high for Milly and Simon, and his 
frown deepened. `I am grieved,' he continued, stalking over to the 
window, `at the casual approach taken by many young couples to 
the wedding ceremony. The sacrament of marriage should not be 
viewed as a formality.'


`Of course not,' said Milly.
`It
 is not simply the preamble to a good party.'
`No,'
 said Milly.
`As the very words of the service 
remind us, marriage must 
not be undertaken carelessly, lightly, or selfishly, but-'
`And it won't be!' Simon's voice broke in impatiently; 
he leaned 
forward in his seat. `Canon Lytton, I know you probably come 
across people every day who are getting married for the wrong 
reasons. But that's not us, OK? We love each other and we want 
to spend the rest of our lives together. And for us, that's a serious 
matter. The cake and the champagne have got nothing to do 
with it.'
He broke off and for a moment there was
 silence. Milly took 
Simon's hand and squeezed it.
`I see,' said Canon
 Lytton eventually. `Well, I'm glad to hear 
it.' He sat down, took a sip of cold tea and winced. `I don't mean 
to lecture you unduly,' he said, putting down his cup. `But you've 
no idea how many unsuitable couples I see coming before me to 
get married. Thoughtless young people who've barely known each 
other five minutes; silly girls who want an excuse to buy a nice 
dress ...'
`I'm sure you do,' said Simon. `But 
Milly and I are the real 
thing. We're going to take it seriously. We're going to get it right. 
We know each other and we love each other and we're going to be 
very happy.' He leaned over and kissed Milly gently, then looked 
up at Canon Lytton, as though daring him to reply.
`Yes,' said Canon Lytton. `Well. Perhaps I've said 
enough. You 
do seem to be on the right track.' He picked up his folder and began 
to rifle through it. `There are just a couple of other matters ...'


`That was beautiful,' whispered Milly to Simon.
`It was true,' he whispered back, and gently touched 
the corner of her mouth.
`Ah yes,' said Canon 
Lytton, looking up. `I should have mentioned this before. As you will be
 aware, Reverend Harries neglected to read your banns last Sunday.'
`Did he?' said Simon.
`Surely 
you noticed?' said Canon Lytton looking beadily at Simon. `I take it you
 were at morning service?'
`Oh yes,' said Simon 
after a pause. `Of course. Now you mention it, I thought something was 
wrong.'
`He was most apologetic they always are.'
 Canon Lytton gave 
a tetchy sigh. `But the damage has been done. So you will have to be 
married by special licence.'
`Oh,' said Milly. 
`What does that mean?'
`It means, among other 
things,' said Canon Lytton, `that I must 
ask you to swear an oath.'
`Zounds damnation,' 
said Milly.
`I'm sorry?' He looked at her in 
puzzlement.
`Nothing,' she said. `Carry on.'
`You must swear a solemn oath that all the information
 you've 
given me is true,' said Canon Lytton. He held out a Bible to Milly, 
then passed her a piece of paper. `Just run your eyes down it, check 
that it's all correct, then read the oath aloud.'
Milly
 stared down at the paper for a few seconds, then looked 
up with a bright smile.
`Absolutely fine,' she 
said.
`Melissa Grace Havill,' said Simon, reading
 over her shoulder. 
`Spinster.' He pulled a face. `Spinster!'


'OK!' said Milly sharply. `Just let me read the 
oath.'
`That's right,' said Canon Lytton. He 
beamed at her. `And then 
everything will be, as they say, above board.'
By
 the time they emerged from the vicarage, the air was cold and 
dusky. Snowflakes were falling again; the street lamps were already 
on; a row of fairy lights from Christmas twinkled in a window 
opposite. Milly took a deep breath, shook out her legs, stiff from 
sitting still for so long, and looked at Simon. But before she could 
speak, a triumphant voice came ringing from the other side of the 
street.
`Aha! I just caught you!'
`Mummy!' exclaimed Milly.
`Olivia,'
 said Simon. `What a lovely surprise.'
Olivia 
crossed the street and beamed at them both. Snowflakes 
were resting lightly on her smartly cut blond hair and on the 
shoulders of her green cashmere coat. Nearly all of Olivia's 
clothes were in jewel colours sapphire blue, ruby red, amethyst 
purple accented by shiny gold buckles, gleaming buttons and 
gilt-trimmed shoes. She had once secretly toyed with the idea of 
turquoise-tinted contact lenses but had been unable to reassure 
herself that she wouldn't become the subject of smirks behind 
her back. And so instead she made the most of her natural blue 
by pasting a bright gold on her eyelids and visiting a beautician 
once a month to have her lashes dyed black.
Now 
her eyes were fixed affectionately on Milly.
`I 
don't suppose you asked Canon Lytton about the rose petals, 
did you?' she said.
`Oh!' said Milly. `No, I 
forgot.'


`I knew you would!' exclaimed Olivia. `So I thought 
I'd better 
pop round myself.' She smiled at Simon. `Isn't my little girl a scat- 
terhead?'
`I wouldn't say so,' said Simon in a 
tight voice.
`Of course you wouldn't! You're in 
love with her!' Olivia 
smiled gaily at him and ruffled his hair. In high heels she was very 
slightly taller than Simon, and he'd noticed though nobody else 
had that since he and Milly had become engaged, Olivia wore 
high heels more and more frequently.
`I'd better 
be going,' he said. `I've got to get back to the office. We're frantic 
at the moment.'
`Aren't we all!' exclaimed 
Olivia. `There are only four days 
to go, you know! Four days until you walk down that aisle! And 
I've a thousand things to do!' She looked at Milly. `What about 
you, darling? Are you rushing off?'
`Not me,' 
said Milly. `I took the afternoon off.'
`Well 
then, how about walking back into town with me? Perhaps we could have 
...'
`Hot chocolate at Mario's,' finished Milly.
`Exactly.' Olivia smiled almost triumphantly at Simon.
 `I can 
read Milly's mind like an open book!'
`Or an open
 letter,' said Simon. There was a short, tense 
pause.
`Right, well,' said Olivia eventually, in 
clipped tones. `I won't 
be long. See you this evening, Simon.' She opened Canon Lytton's 
gate and began to walk quickly up the path, skidding slightly on 
the snow.
`You shouldn't have said that,' said 
Milly to Simon, as soon as 
she was out of earshot. `About the letter. She made me promise 
not to tell you.'


`Well, I'm sorry,' said Simon. `But she deserves it.
 What makes 
her think she's got the right to read a private letter from me to 
you?' Milly shrugged.
`She did say it was an 
accident.'
`An accident?' exclaimed Simon. 
`Milly, you must be joking. It 
was addressed to you and it was in your bedroom!'
`Oh
 well,' said Milly good-naturedly. `It doesn't really matter.' She gave a
 sudden giggle. `It's a good thing you didn't write 
anything rude about her.'
`Next time I will,' 
said Simon. He glanced at his watch. `Look, 
I've really got to go.'
He took hold of her 
chilly fingers, kissed them gently one by 
one, then pulled her towards him. His mouth was soft and warm 
on hers; as he drew her gradually closer to him, Milly closed her 
eyes. Then, suddenly he let go of her, and a blast of cold snowy 
air hit her in the face.
`I must run. See you 
later.'
`Yes,' said Milly. `See you then.'
She watched, smiling to herself, as he bleeped open the
 door 
of his car, got in and, without pausing, zoomed off down the street. 
Simon was always in a hurry. Always rushing off to do; to achieve. 
Like a puppy, he had to be out every day, either doing something 
constructive or determinedly enjoying himself. He couldn't bear 
wasting time; didn't understand how Milly could spend a day 
happily doing nothing, or approach a weekend with no plans 
made. Sometimes he would join her in a day of drifting indolence, 
repeating several times that it was nice to have a chance to relax. 
Then, after a few hours, he would leap up and announce he was 
going for a run.
The first time she'd ever seen 
him, in someone else's kitchen, he'd been simultaneously conducting a 
conversation on his mobile phone, shovelling crisps into his mouth, and 
bleeping through 
the news headlines on Teletext. As Milly had poured herself a 
glass of wine, he'd held his glass out too and, in a gap in his 
conversation, had grinned at her and said, `Thanks.'


`The party's happening in the other room,' Milly had
 pointed 
out.
`I know,' Simon had said, his eyes back on 
the Teletext. 'I'll 
be along in a minute.' And Milly had rolled her eyes and left him 
to it, not even bothering to ask his name. But later on that evening, 
when he'd rejoined the party, he'd come up to her, introduced himself 
charmingly, and apologized for having been so 
distracted.
`It was just a bit of business news I
 was particularly interested 
in,' he'd said.
`Good news or bad news?' Milly 
had enquired, taking a gulp 
of wine and realizing that she was rather drunk.
`That
 depends,' said Simon, `on who you are.'
`But 
doesn't everything? Every piece of good news is someone else's bad news.
 Even . . .' She'd waved her glass vaguely in 
the air. `Even world peace. Bad news for arms manufacturers.'
`Yes,' Simon had said slowly. `I suppose so. I'd never 
thought 
of it like that.'
`Well, we can't all be great 
thinkers,' Milly had said, and had 
suppressed a desire to giggle.
`Can I get you a 
drink?' he'd asked.
`Not a drink,' she'd replied.
 `But you can light me a cigarette 
if you like.'
He'd leaned towards her, cradling 
the flame carefully, and she'd 
registered that his skin was smooth and tanned, and his fingers strong, 
and he was wearing an aftershave she liked. Then, as 
she'd inhaled on the cigarette, his dark brown eyes had locked into 
hers, and to her surprise a tingle had run down her back, and she'd 
slowly smiled back at him.


Later on, when the party had turned from bright, 
stand-up 
chatter into groups of people sitting on the floor and smoking 
joints, the discussion had turned to vivisection. Milly, who had 
happened to see a Blue Peter special on vivisection the week before 
while at home with a cold, had produced more hard facts and informed 
reasoning than anyone else, and Simon had gazed at her in 
admiration.
He'd asked her out to dinner a few 
days later and talked a lot 
about business and politics. Milly, who knew nothing about either 
subject, had smiled and nodded and agreed with him; at the end of 
the evening, just before he kissed her for the first time, Simon had 
told her she was extraordinarily perceptive and understanding. 
When, a bit later on, she'd tried to tell him that she was woefully 
ignorant on the subject of politics indeed, on most subjects 
he'd chided her for being modest. `I saw you at that party,' he'd 
said, `destroying that guy's puerile arguments. You knew exactly 
what you were talking about. In fact,' he'd added, with darkening 
eyes, `it was quite a turn-on.' And Milly, who'd been about to admit to 
her source of information, had instead moved closer so that 
he could kiss her again.
Simon's initial 
impression of her had never been corrected. 
He still told her she was too modest; he still thought she liked 
the same highbrow art exhibitions he did; he still asked her opinion on 
topics such as the American presidency campaign and 
listened carefully to her answers. He thought she liked sushi; he 
thought she had read Sartre. Without wanting to mislead him, but without
 wanting to disappoint him either, she'd allowed 
him to build up a picture of her which if she were honest with 
herself wasn't quite true.


Quite what was going to happen when they started 
living together, she didn't know. Sometimes she felt alarmed at the 
degree to which she was being misrepresented; felt sure she would 
be exposed as a fraud the first time he caught her crying over a 
trashy novel. At other times, she told herself that his picture of 
her wasn't so inaccurate. Perhaps she wasn't quite the sophisticated 
woman he thought she was but she could be. She would be. It was 
simply a matter of discarding all her old clothes and wearing only the 
new ones. Making the odd intelligent comment and staying discreetly 
quiet the rest of the time.
Once, in the early 
days of their relationship, as they lay together in Simon's huge double 
bed at Pinnacle Hall, Simon had 
told her that he'd known she was someone special when she didn't 
start asking him questions about his father. `Most girls,' he'd said 
bitterly, `just want to know what it's like, being the son of Harry 
Pinnacle. Or they want me to get them a job interview or something. But 
you . . . you've never even mentioned him.'
He'd 
gazed at her with incredulous eyes, and Milly had smiled 
sweetly and murmured an indistinct, sleepy response. She could 
hardly admit that the reason she'd never mentioned Harry Pinnacle was 
that she'd never heard of him.
`So dinner with 
Harry Pinnacle tonight! That should be fun.' Her 
mother's voice interrupted Milly's thoughts, and she looked up.
`Yes,' she said. `I suppose so.'
`Has
 he still got that wonderful Austrian chef?'


`I don't know,' said Milly. She had, she realized, 
begun to imitate Simon's discouraging tone when talking about Harry 
Pinnacle. Simon never prolonged a conversation about his father if 
he could help it; if people were too persistent he would change 
the subject abruptly, or even walk away. He had walked away 
from his future mother-in-law plenty of times as she pressed him 
for details and anecdotes about the great man. So far she had never 
seemed to notice.
`The really lovely thing about 
Harry,' mused Olivia, `is that 
he's so normal.' She tucked Milly's arm cosily under her own and 
they began to walk down the snowy street together. `That's what 
I say to everybody. If you met him, you wouldn't think, here's a 
multimillionaire tycoon. You wouldn't think, here's a founder of 
a huge national chain. You'd think, what a charming man. And 
Simon's just the same.'
`Simon isn't a 
multimillionaire tycoon,' said Milly. `He's an 
ordinary advertising salesman.'
`Hardly ordinary,
 darling!'
`Mummy . . .'
`I
 know you don't like me saying it. But the fact is that Simon's 
going to be very wealthy one day.' Olivia's arm tightened slightly 
around Milly's. `And so are you.' Milly shrugged.
`Maybe.'
`There's no point pretending it's not going to happen.
 And 
when it does, your life will change.'
`No it 
won't.'
`The rich live differently, you know.'
`A minute ago,' pointed out Milly, `you were saying 
how normal Harry is. He doesn't live differently, does he?'


`It's all relative, darling.'
They
 were nearing a little parade of expensive boutiques; as 
they approached the first softly lit window, they both stopped. Inside 
the window was a single mannequin, exquisite in heavy white 
velvet.
`That's nice,' murmured Milly.
`Not as nice as yours,' said Olivia at once. `I haven't
 seen a 
single wedding dress as nice as yours.'
`No,' 
said Milly slowly. `Mine is nice, isn't it?'
`It's
 perfect, darling.'
They lingered a little at the
 window, sucked in by the rosy glow 
of the shop; the clouds of silk, satin and netting lining each wall; 
the dried bouquets and tiny embroidered bridesmaids' shoes. At 
last Olivia sighed.
`All this wedding preparation
 has been fun, hasn't it? I'll be 
sorry when it's all over.'
`Mmm,' said Milly. 
There was a little pause, then Olivia said, 
as though changing the subject, `Has Isobel got a boyfriend at the 
moment?'
Milly's head jerked up.
`Mummy! You're not trying to marry Isobel off, too.'
`Of course not! I'm just curious. She never tells me 
anything. 
I asked if she wanted to bring somebody to the reception ...'
`And what did she say?'
`She 
said no,' said Olivia regretfully.
`Well then.'
`But that doesn't prove anything.'
`Mummy,' said Milly. `If you want to know if Isobel's 
got a 
boyfriend, why don't you ask her?'


`Maybe,' said Olivia in a distant voice, as though 
she wasn't 
really interested any more. `Yes, maybe I will.'
An
 hour later they emerged from Mario's Coffee House, and 
headed for home. By the time they got back, the kitchen would 
be filling up with bed and breakfast guests, footsore from sightseeing. 
The Havills' house in Bertram Street was one of the most 
popular bed and breakfast houses in Bath: tourists loved the beautifully
 furnished Georgian townhouse; its proximity to the city 
centre; Olivia's charming, gossipy manner and ability to turn every 
gathering into a party.
Tea was always the 
busiest meal in the house; Olivia adored 
assembling her guests round the table for Earl Grey and Bath buns. 
She would introduce them to one another, hear about their days, 
recommend diversions for the evening and tell them the latest gossip 
about people they had never met. If any guest expressed a desire to 
retreat to his own room and his mini-kettle, he was given 
a look of disapproval and cold toast in the morning. Olivia Havill 
despised mini-kettles and tea-bags on trays; she only provided 
them in order to qualify for four rosettes in the Heritage City Bed 
and Breakfast Guide. Similarly she despised, but provided, cable 
television, vegetarian sausages and a rack of leaflets about local theme
 
parks and family attractions which, she was glad to note, rarely 
needed replenishing.
`I forgot to say,' said 
Olivia, as they turned into Bertram Street. 
`The photographer arrived while you were out. Quite a young 
chap.' She began to root around in her handbag for the doorkey.
`I thought he was coming tomorrow.'


`So did I!' said Olivia. `Luckily those nice 
Australians have 
had a death in the family, otherwise we wouldn't have had room. 
And speaking of Australians . . . look at this!' She put her key in 
the front door and swung it open.
`Flowers!' 
exclaimed Milly. On the hall stand was a huge bouquet of creamy white 
flowers, tied with a dark green silk ribbon 
bow. `For me? Who are they from?'
`Read the 
card,' said Olivia. Milly picked up the bouquet, and 
reached inside the crackling plastic.
"'To dear 
little Milly," ' she read slowly. "'We're so proud of 
you and only wish we could be there at your wedding. We'll certainly be 
thinking of you. With all our love from Beth, Scott and 
Adrian."' Milly looked at Olivia in amazement.
`Isn't
 that sweet of them! All the way from Sydney. People 
are so kind.'
`They're excited for you, darling,'
 said Olivia. `Everyone's 
excited. It's going to be such a wonderful wedding!'
`Why, aren't those pretty,' came a pleasant voice from 
above. 
One of the bed and breakfast guests, a middle-aged woman in blue 
slacks and sneakers, was coming down the stairs. `Flowers for the 
bride?'
`Just the first,' said Olivia, with a 
little laugh.
`You're a lucky girl,' said the 
middle-aged woman to Milly.
`I know I am,' said 
Milly and a pleased grin spread over her 
face. 'I'll just put them in some water.'
Still 
holding her flowers, Milly pushed open the door to the 
kitchen, then stopped in surprise. Sitting at the table was a young 
man wearing a shabby denim jacket. He had dark brown hair and 
round metal spectacles and was reading the Guardian.


`Hello,' she said politely. `You must be the 
photographer.'
`Hi there,' said the young man, 
closing his paper. `Are you 
Milly?,
He looked up, and as she saw his face, 
Milly felt a jolt of 
recognition. Surely she'd met this guy before somewhere?
'I'm Alexander Gilbert,' he said in a dry voice, and 
held out 
his hand. Milly advanced politely and shook it.
`Nice
 flowers,' he said, nodding to her bouquet.
`Yes,'
 replied Milly, staring curiously at him. Where on earth 
had she seen him before? Why did his face feel etched into her 
memory?
`That's not your wedding bouquet, 
though.'
`No, it's not,' said Milly. She bent her
 head slightly and inhaled 
the sweet scent of the flowers. `These were sent by some friends 
in Australia. It's really thoughtful of them, considering-'
Suddenly she broke off, and her heart began to beat 
faster.
`Considering what?' said Alexander.
`Nothing,' said Milly, backing away. `I mean-I'll just
 go and 
put them away.'
She moved towards the door, her 
palms sweaty against the 
crackling plastic. She knew where she'd seen him before. She knew 
exactly where she'd seen him before. At the thought of it, her heart 
gave a terrified lurch and she gritted her teeth, forcing herself 
to stay calm. Everything's OK, she told herself as she reached for 
the door handle. Everything's OK. As long as he doesn't recognize 
me...
`Wait.' His voice cut across her thoughts 
as though he could 
read her mind. Feeling suddenly sick, she turned round, to see him 
staring at her with a slight frown. `Wait a minute,' he said. `Don't I 
know you?'


 


CHAPTER TWO
traffic jam 
on his way home that night, watching the 
endlessly falling snow and rhythmic sweeping of his windscreen 
wipers, Simon reached for his phone to dial Milly's number. He 
pressed the first two digits, then changed his mind and switched 
the phone off. He had only wanted to hear her voice; make her 
laugh; picture her face as she spoke. But she might be busy, or she 
might think him ridiculous, phoning on a whim with nothing to 
say. And if she was still out, he might find himself talking to Mrs 
Havill, instead.
Her mother was the only thing 
about Milly that Simon would 
have changed if he could. Olivia was a pleasant enough woman, 
still attractive, charming and amusing; he could see why she 
was a popular figure at social events. But the way she treated 
Milly irritated him intensely. She seemed to think Milly was still a 
six-year-old helping her choose her clothes, telling her to wear 
a scarf, wanting to know exactly what she was doing, every minute 
of every day. And the worst thing was, Simon thought, that Milly 
didn't seem to mind. She allowed her mother to smooth her hair 
and say, `Good little girl'; she telephoned dutifully when she 
thought she might be late home. Unlike her older sister Isobel, 
who had long ago bought her own flat and moved out, Milly 
seemed to have no natural desire for independence.


The result was that her mother continued to treat 
her like a 
child, instead of the mature adult she really was. And Milly's father 
and sister Isobel were nearly as bad. They laughed when Milly 
expressed views on current issues, they joked about her career, 
they discussed important matters without consulting her. They refused to
 see the intelligent, passionate woman he saw; refused to 
take her seriously; refused to elevate her to grown-up status.
Simon had tried to talk to Milly about her family; 
tried to make 
her see how they patronized and limited her. But she had simply 
shrugged and said they weren't so bad, and when he'd strengthened 
his attack on them, had got upset. She was too good-natured and 
affectionate a creature to see any faults in them, thought Simon, 
turning off the main road out of Bath, towards Pinnacle Hall. And 
he loved her for it. But things would have to alter when they were 
married, when they set up their own home together. Milly's focus 
would have to change, and her family would have to respect that. 
She would be a wife; maybe some day a mother. And the Havills 
would just have to realize that she was no longer their little girl.
As he approached Pinnacle Hall he pressed the security
 code 
on his bleeper, then sat, waiting impatiently for the gates to swing 
open heavy, iron gates, with the word `Pinnacle' wrought into the 
design. Lights were blazing from every window of the house; 
cars were parked in the allocated spaces and the office wing was 
still buzzing. His father's red Mercedes was parked bang in front 
of the house; a big, shiny, arrogant car. Simon loathed it.


He parked his own Golf in an unobtrusive spot and 
crunched 
over the snow-covered gravel towards Pinnacle Hall. It was a 
large, eighteenth-century house which had been a luxury hotel 
during the eighties, complete with a leisure complex and a tastefully 
added wing of extra bedrooms. Harry Pinnacle had bought 
it when the owners had gone bust and turned it back into a private home,
 with his company headquarters housed in the extra 
wing. It suited him, he would tell visiting reporters, to be out of 
London. He was, after all, getting old and past it. There would 
be a beat of silence then everyone would laugh, and Harry would 
grin, and press the bell for more coffee.
The 
panelled hall was empty and smelt of beeswax. From his 
father's study came a light; Simon could hear his voice, muffled 
behind the door, then a burst of low laughter. Resentment, never 
far from the surface, began to prickle at Simon's skin, and his hands 
clenched tightly inside his pockets.
For as long 
as he could remember, Simon had hated his father. 
Harry Pinnacle had disappeared from the family home when Simon was 
three, leaving his mother to bring up Simon alone. His 
mother had never elaborated on exactly why the marriage had broken down,
 but Simon knew it had to be the fault of his father. His 
overbearing, arrogant, obnoxious father. His driven, creative, 
incredibly successful father. It was the success that Simon hated the 
most.
The story was well known by all. In the 
year that Simon had turned seven, Harry Pinnacle had opened a small 
juice bar called 
Fruit 'n Smooth. It served healthy drinks at chrome counters and 
was an instant hit. The next year, he opened another, and the year 
after that, another. The year after that, he began selling franchises. 
By the mid-eighties, there was a Fruit 'n Smooth in every 
town and Harry Pinnacle was a multimillionaire.


As his father had grown in wealth and stature, as 
he'd leapt 
from the inside business pages to the front-page headlines, the 
young Simon had watched his progress with fury. Cheques arrived 
every month, and his mother always exclaimed over Harry's generosity. 
But Harry never appeared in person, and Simon hated him 
for it. And then, when Simon was nineteen, his mother had died 
and Harry Pinnacle had come back into his life.
Simon
 frowned, and felt his nails digging into the flesh of his 
hands as he remembered the moment, ten years ago, when he'd 
seen his father for the first time. He'd been pacing the corridor 
outside his mother's hospital room, desperate with grief, with anger, 
with tiredness. Suddenly he'd heard a voice calling his name, and 
he'd looked up to see a face which was familiar from a thousand 
newspaper photographs. Familiar and yet strange to him. As he'd 
stared at his father in silent shock, he'd realized for the first time 
that he could see his own features in the older man's face. And in 
spite of himself he'd felt emotional tentacles reaching out; instinctive
 feelers like a baby's. It would have been so easy to fall on 
his father's neck, to allow the burden to be shared, to accept his 
overtures and make him a friend. But even as he'd felt himself beginning
 to soften, Simon had stamped on his feelings and ground 
them back into himself. Harry Pinnacle didn't deserve his love, and 
he would never have it.
After the funeral, Harry 
had welcomed Simon into his house. He'd given him his own room, his own 
car; taken him on expensive holidays. Simon had accepted everything 
politely. But if Harry 
had thought that by showering him with expensive gifts he would 
buy his son's affection, he had thought wrong. Although Simon's 
adolescent fury had soon simmered down, there had arisen in its 
place a determination to outdo his father on every front. He 
would run a successful business and make money but, unlike 
his father, he would also marry happily; bring up his children to 
love him; become the figurehead of a contented, stable family. He 
would have the life that his father had never had and his father 
would envy and hate him for it.


And so he'd begun, by launching his own little 
publishing 
company. He'd started with three specialist newsletters, a reasonable 
profit and high expectations. Those expectations had never 
been realized. After three years of struggle his profits were down 
to nothing; at the end of the fourth year he went into liquidation.
Humiliation still burned through Simon as he 
remembered the 
day he'd had to admit to his father that his business had gone bust; 
the day he'd had to accept his father's offer, sell his flat and move 
back into Pinnacle Hall. His father had poured him a deep glass of 
whisky, had uttered cliches about the rough and the smooth, had 
offered him a job with Pinnacle Enterprises. Simon had immediately 
turned it down with a few muttered words of thanks. He 
could barely look his father in the eye; could barely look anyone in 
the eye. At that low point he'd despised himself almost as much as 
he despised his father. His whole being was wrought with embarrassed 
disappointment.
At last he'd found himself a job 
selling advertising on a small, 
low-profile business magazine. He'd winced as Harry congratulated him; 
winced as he watched his father leafing through the drab little 
publication and trying to find some words of praise. `It's not much 
of a job,' he'd said defensively. `But at least I'm in work.' At least 
he was in work, at least the days were filled, at least he could begin 
to pay off his debts.


Three months after starting on the magazine, he'd 
met 
Milly. A year later he'd asked her to marry him. His father had 
again congratulated him; had offered to help out with the engagement 
ring. But Simon had refused his offer. `I'll do this my 
way,' he'd said, and looked his father straight in the eye with a 
new confidence, almost a challenge. If he couldn't beat his father 
at business, then he would beat him at family life. He and Milly 
would have a perfect marriage. They would love each other, help 
each other, understand each other. Worries would be discussed; 
decisions would be made jointly; affection would be expressed 
freely. Children would enhance the bliss. Nothing was allowed 
to go wrong. Simon had experienced failure once; he never wanted 
to experience it again.
Suddenly his thoughts 
were interrupted by another burst of 
laughter from inside his father's room, a mumble of conversation, 
and then the sharp ping which meant his father had replaced the 
old-fashioned receiver of his private-line telephone. Simon waited 
a minute or two, then took a deep breath, approached his father's 
door and knocked.
As Harry Pinnacle heard the 
knock at his door he gave an uncharacteristic start. Quickly he put the 
tiny photograph he was holding into the desk drawer in front of him and 
closed it. Then, for good measure, he locked the drawer. For a few 
moments he sat, 
staring at the drawer key, lost in thoughts.


There was another knock, and he looked up. He 
swivelled his 
chair away from the desk and ran his hands through his silvering 
hair.
`Yes?' he said and watched the door open.
Simon came in, took a few paces forward and looked 
angrily at his father. It was always the same. He would knock on his 
father's door and would be kept waiting outside, like a servant. 
Never once had Harry exhorted him not to knock; never once 
had he even looked pleased to see Simon. He always looked impatient, as 
though Simon were interrupting crucial business. But 
that's bullshit, thought Simon. You're not in the middle of crucial 
business. You're just an arrogant bastard.
His 
heart was beating quickly; he was in the mood for a confrontation. But 
he couldn't bring himself to say any of the words 
of attack circling his mind.
`Hi,' he said in a 
tense voice. He gripped the back of a leather 
chair and glared at his father, somehow hoping to provoke a reaction. 
But his father simply stared back at him. After a few moments he sighed,
 and put down his pen.
`Hello,' he said. `Good 
day?' Simon shrugged and looked away. 
`Feel like a whisky?'
`No. Thanks.'
`Well, I do.'
As he got up to 
pour himself a drink, Harry caught a glimpse 
of his son's unguarded face: tense, miserable, angry. The boy was 
full of anger; he'd been carrying the same anger around ever since 
Harry had first seen him, standing outside his mother's hospital room. 
That day he'd spat at his father's feet and stalked away before Harry 
could say anything. And a wretched guilt had begun to 
grow inside Harry, a guilt which stabbed him every time the boy 
looked at him with his mother's blasted eyes.


`Good day?' he said, lifting the whisky glass to his
 lips.
`You already asked that.'
`Right. So I did.' Harry took a slug of the fiery 
liquid and immediately felt a little better. He took another.
`I came,' said Simon, `to remind you about dinner 
tonight. The 
Havills are coming.'
`I remember,' said Harry. He
 put down his glass and looked 
up. `Not long now till the big day. Are you nervous?'
`No, not at all,' said Simon at once. Harry shrugged.
`It's a big commitment.'
Simon 
stared at his father. He could feel a string of words 
forming at his lips; pent-up words which he'd carried around for 
years like a constant weight.
`Well,' he found 
himself saying, `you wouldn't know much 
about commitment, would you?'
A flash of anger 
passed across his father's face, and Simon felt 
a sudden fearful thrill. He waited for his father to shout at him, 
winding himself up to an even angrier response. But as suddenly as 
it had appeared, the animation vanished from his father's face and 
he walked away, towards the huge sash windows. Simon felt himself tense 
up with frustration.
`What's wrong with 
commitment?' he shouted. `What's wrong 
with loving one person all your life?'
`Nothing,'
 said Harry, without turning.
`Then why ...' 
began Simon, and stopped. There was a long 
silence, punctuated only by the crackles of the fire. Simon gazed at his
 father's back. Say something, he thought desperately. Say 
something, you fucker.


`I'll see you at eight,' said Harry at last.
`Fine,' said Simon, in a voice scored with hurt. `See 
you then.' 
And without pausing, he left the room.
Harry 
gazed at the glass in his hand and cursed himself. He 
hadn't meant to upset the boy. Or maybe he had. He couldn't trust 
his own motives any more, couldn't keep tabs on his feelings. 
Sympathy so quickly turned into irritation; guilt so quickly transformed
 into anger. Good intentions towards his son disappeared 
the minute the boy opened his mouth. Part of him couldn't wait for 
the moment when Simon married; left his house; became swallowed up by 
another family; finally gave him some peace. And part 
of him dreaded it; didn't even want to think about it.
Frowning, Harry poured himself another whisky and went 
back 
to his desk. He reached for the phone, dialled a number and listened 
impatiently to the ringing tone. Then, with a scowl, crashed the 
receiver down again.
Milly sat at the kitchen 
table with a thumping heart, wishing she 
could run away and escape. It was him. It was the boy from Oxford. The 
boy who had seen her marrying Allan; who had picked 
up her wedding veil and handed it back to her. He was older 
now. His face was harder and there was stubble over his chin. But 
his round metal spectacles were just the same, and so was his arrogant, 
almost scornful expression. Now he was leaning back in his 
chair, staring at her curiously. Just don't remember, thought Milly, 
not daring to meet his gaze. For God's sake don't remember 
who I am.


`Here we are,' said Olivia, coming over to the 
table. `I've 
arranged your flowers for you, darling. You can't just dump them 
and forget about them!'
`I know,' muttered Milly.
 `Thanks.'
`Now, would you like some more tea, 
Alexander?'
`Yup,' said the boy, holding out his 
cup. `Thanks very much.' 
Olivia poured the tea, then sat down and smiled around the table.
`Isn't this nice,' she said. `I'm starting to feel as 
though this wedding is really happening!' She took a sip of tea, then 
looked up. 
`Milly, have you shown Alexander your engagement ring?'
Slowly, feeling her insides clenching, Milly held out 
her left 
hand to Alexander. His gaze passed inscrutably over the antique 
diamond cluster, then he raised his eyes to hers.
`Very
 nice,' he said and took a sip of tea. `You're engaged to 
Harry Pinnacle's son. The heir to Fruit 'n Smooth. Is that right?'
`Yes,' said Milly reluctantly.
`Quite
 a catch,' said Alexander.
`He's a sweet boy,' 
said Olivia at once, as she always did when 
anyone referred to Simon's money or family background. `Quite 
one of us, now.'
`And what does he do?' 
Alexander's voice was faintly mocking. `Work for his father?'
`No,' said Milly. Her voice felt awkward and 
unfamiliar. `He 
sells advertising.'
`I see,' said Alexander. 
There was a pause. He took another 
sip of tea and frowned at Milly. `I'm still sure I recognize you from 
somewhere.'
`Do you really?' said Olivia. `How 
funny!'
`Well, I'm afraid I don't recognize you,'
 said Milly, trying to 
sound light-hearted.


`Yes, darling,' said Olivia, `but you're not very 
good with 
faces, are you?' She turned to Alexander. `Now, I'm just the same 
as you, Alexander. I never forget a face.'
`Faces
 are my business,' said Alexander. `I spend my life looking at them.' 
His eyes ran over Milly's face and she felt herself 
flinching. `Have you always had your hair like that?' he suddenly 
asked. Milly's heart lurched in fright.
`Not 
always,' she said, and gripped her cup tightly. `I ... I 
once dyed it red.'
`Not a success,' said Olivia 
emphatically. `I told her to go to 
my salon, but she wouldn't listen. And then of course-'
`That's not it,' said Alexander, cutting Olivia off. He
 frowned 
again at Milly. `You weren't at Cambridge, were you?'
`No,' said Milly.
`But Isobel 
was,' said Olivia triumphantly. `Perhaps you're 
thinking of her!'
`Who's Isobel?' said Alexander.
`My sister,' said Milly, gripped by sudden hope. `She .
 . . she 
looks just like me.'
`She read modern languages,'
 said Olivia. `And now she's doing 
terribly well. Flies all over the world, interpreting at conferences. 
You know, she's met all the world leaders. Or at least ...'
`What does she look like?' said Alexander.
`That's a picture of her there,' said Olivia, pointing 
to a photograph on the mantelpiece. `You and she should really meet 
before 
the wedding,' she added lightly, watching Alexander scan the picture. 
`I'm sure you've got lots in common!'
`It wasn't 
her,' said Alexander, turning back to Milly. `She looks 
nothing like you.'
`She's taller than Milly,' 
said Olivia, then added thoughtfully, `You're quite tall, aren't you, 
Alexander?' He shrugged, and 
stood up.


`I've got to go. I'm meeting a friend in town.'
`A friend,' said Olivia. `How nice. Someone special?'
`An old mate from school,' said Alexander, looking at 
Olivia 
as though she were mad.
`Well, have fun!' said 
Olivia.
`Thanks,' said Alexander. He paused by 
the door. `I'll see you 
tomorrow, Milly. I'll take a few informal shots and we can have 
a little chat about what you want.' He nodded at her, then disappeared.
`Well!' exclaimed Olivia, as soon as he had gone. 
`What an 
interesting young man.'
Milly didn't move. She 
stared straight at the table, hands still 
clenched round her cup, her heart beating furiously.
`Are you all right, darling?' said Olivia, peering at 
her.
`Fine,' said Milly. `I'm fine.' She forced 
herself to smile at her 
mother and take a sip of tea. It was OK, she told herself firmly. 
Nothing had happened. Nothing was going to happen.
`I was looking at his portfolio earlier on,' said 
Olivia. `He's really very talented. He's won awards, and everything!'
`Really,' said Milly in a dry voice. She picked up a 
biscuit, 
looked at it and put it down again, feeling a sudden swoop of fear. 
But what if it came back to him? What if he remembered and 
told someone exactly what he'd seen her doing ten years ago? What 
if it all came out? Her stomach curdled at the thought; she felt 
suddenly ill with panic.
`He and Isobel really 
should meet each other,' Olivia was saying. `As soon as she gets back 
from Paris.'
`What?' Milly's attention was 
momentarily drawn. `Why?' She stared at Olivia, who gave a tiny shrug. 
`Mummy, no! You 
don't mean it!'


`It's just a thought,' said Olivia defensively. 
`What chance has 
poor Isobel got to meet men, stuck in dreary conference rooms 
all day?'
`She doesn't want to meet men. Not your
 men!' Milly gave a 
tiny shudder. `And especially not him!'
`What's 
wrong with him?' said Olivia.
`Nothing,' said 
Milly quickly. `He's just . . . not Isobel.'
An 
image of her sister came into Milly's mind clever, sensible 
Isobel. Suddenly she felt a surge of relief. She would talk to Isobel. 
Isobel always knew what to do. Milly looked at her watch.
`What time is it in Paris?'
`Why?
 Are you going to make a call?'
`Yes,' said 
Milly. `I want to speak to Isobel.' Suddenly she felt 
desperate. `I need to speak to Isobel.'
Isobel 
Havill arrived back at her hotel room at eight o'clock to 
find the message light on her telephone furiously blinking. She 
frowned, rubbed a weary hand over her brow, and opened the 
minibar. The day had been even more draining than usual. Her skin 
felt parched from the dry atmosphere of the conference room; her 
mouth tasted of coffee and cigarette smoke. She had spent all day 
listening, translating and speaking into her microphone in the low, 
measured tones that made her so highly sought after. Now her 
throat felt sore and her mouth incapable of further speech; her head 
was still a maelstrom of furious, multilingual discussion.
Holding a glass of vodka, she went slowly into the 
white marble bathroom, switched on the light and looked for a few silent
 seconds at her red-rimmed eyes. She opened her mouth to say 
something, then feebly closed it again. She felt unable to think; 
unable to initiate a single idea of her own. For too many hours, 
her brain had been acting as nothing but a high-powered conduit 
of information. She was still geared up only to channel words back 
and forth; not to interrupt the flow with her own thoughts; not 
to sully the translation with her own opinions. She had operated 
immaculately all day, never flagging, never losing her cool. And 
now she felt like a dried-out, empty shell.


She drained her glass of vodka and put it down on 
the glass 
bathroom shelf. The clinking sound made her wince. In the mirror, her 
reflection stared back at her with an apprehensive expression. All day, 
she'd managed to put this moment from her 
mind. But now she was alone and her work was finished, and there 
was no longer any excuse. With a trembling hand she reached 
into her bag and pulled out a crackly pharmacist's bag; took out a 
little oblong box. Inside was a leaflet bearing instructions printed 
in French, German, Spanish and English. Her eyes flicked impatiently 
over each of them, noticing that the Spanish paragraph was 
poorly constructed and there was a discrepancy in the German 
version. But all seemed agreed on the short time span of the test. 
Only one minute. Une minute. Un minuto.
She 
carried out the test, scarcely able to believe what she was 
doing, then left the little phial on the edge of the bath and went 
back into the bedroom. Her jacket was still lying on the huge 
hotel bed; the telephone was still furiously bleeping. She pressed 
the button for messages, went to the minibar and poured herself 
another vodka. Thirty seconds to go.
`Hi, Isobel.
 It's me.' A man's low voice filled the room, and 
Isobel flinched. `Call me if you have time. Bye.'


Isobel looked at her watch. Fifteen seconds to go.
`Isobel, it's Milly. Listen, I really need to speak to
 you. Please, 
please can you call me back as soon as you get this? It's really really 
urgent.'
`Isn't it always urgent?' said Isobel 
aloud.
She looked at her watch, took a deep 
breath and strode towards the bathroom. The little blue stripe was 
visible before she 
even reached the door. Suddenly she felt sick.
`No,'
 she whispered. `I can't be.' She backed away from the 
pregnancy test, as though from something contaminated, and 
shut the bathroom door. She took a deep, shuddering breath, and 
reached automatically for her glass of vodka. Then, in sudden 
realization, her hand stopped. A lonely dismay crept over her.
`Isobel?' the machine was saying brightly. `It's Milly 
again. I'll 
be at Simon's tonight, so maybe you could call me there?'
`No,' shouted Isobel, and she felt a sudden pricking of
 tears. `I 
couldn't, all right?' She picked up the vodka, drained it in one, and 
crashed the glass defiantly down on the bedside table. But suddenly 
more tears were filling her eyes, suddenly she was unable to 
control her breath. Like a wounded animal, she crawled into bed, 
buried her head in her hotel pillow. And as the telephone rang 
again, she silently began to cry.


 


CHAPTER THREE
and Milly arrived at Pinnacle Hall. 
They were met at the door by Simon and shown into the large baronial 
drawing room.
`Well,' said Olivia, wandering over
 to the crackling fire. `Isn't 
this nice!'
`I'll get some champagne,' said 
Simon. `Dad's still on the 
phone.'
`Actually,' said Milly faintly, `I think 
I'll try Isobel again. I'll 
use the phone in the games room.'
`Can't it 
wait?' said Olivia. `What do you want to speak to 
her about?'
`Nothing,' said Milly at once. 
`Nothing. I just ... need to talk 
to her.' She swallowed. `I won't be long.'
When 
they'd gone, Olivia settled herself into a chair, admiring the portrait 
above the fireplace. It was a grandly framed oil painting which looked 
as though it could have been bought along with 
the house; in fact it was a picture of Harry's grandmother as a 
girl. Harry Pinnacle was so famous as a self-made man that it was 
widely assumed he'd started from nothing. The fact that he'd attended an
 expensive public school only spoiled the story, as did 
the hefty parental loans which had got him started so these were 
generally brushed over by everyone, including Harry himself.


The door opened, and a pretty blond girl in a smart 
trouser 
suit entered, holding a tray of champagne glasses.
'Simon's just coming,' she said. `He just remembered a 
fax he 
had to send.'
`Thank you,' said Olivia, taking a 
glass and giving a small, regal smile.
The girl 
left the room, and Olivia took a sip of champagne. 
The fire was warm on her face; her chair was comfortable; classical 
music was playing pleasantly through concealed speakers. 
This, she thought, was the life. A pang went through her part 
delight, part envy at the knowledge that soon her daughter would 
be entering this kind of existence. Milly was already as much at 
home at Pinnacle Hall as she was at 1 Bertram Street. She was used 
to dealing easily with Harry's staff; was used to sitting alongside 
Simon at grand dinner parties. Of course she and Simon could maintain 
that they were just like any other young couple, that the money 
wasn't theirs but who were they kidding? They would be rich 
one day. Fabulously rich. Milly would be able to have anything she 
wanted.
Olivia clenched her hand more tightly 
around her glass. When 
the engagement had first been announced, she'd been overcome 
by an astonished, almost giddy delight. For Milly to have any kind of 
connection with the son of Harry Pinnacle was good enough. 
But for them to be marrying and so quickly was unasked-for 
bliss. As the wedding plans had progressed and become more concrete, 
she'd prided herself on keeping her triumph concealed; 
on treating Simon as casually as any other young beau; on playing 
down to herself as much as anyone else the significance of the 
match.


But now, with only a few days to go, her heart was 
beginning 
to beat quickly again with jubilation. In only a few days the whole 
world would see her daughter marrying one of the most eligible 
bachelors in the country. All her friends indeed, everyone she 
had ever known would be forced to admire as she presided over 
the biggest, glitziest, most romantic wedding any of them had ever 
seen. This was an event which Olivia felt as though she had been 
building up to all her life; an event surpassing even her own wedding. 
That had been a modest, anonymous little affair. Whereas this 
occasion would be crammed with important, influential, wealthy 
people, all forced to take a back seat as she and of course Milly 
strolled prominently, centre stage.
In just a few
 days' time she would be donning her designer outfit and smiling at 
massed rows of cameras and watching as all her 
friends and acquaintances and jealous relatives goggled at the 
lavishness of Milly's reception. It would be a beautiful day, a day 
they would all carry in their thoughts for ever. Like some wonderful 
movie, thought Olivia happily. Some wonderful, romantic 
Hollywood movie.
James Havill arrived at the 
front door of Pinnacle Hall and tugged 
at the heavy wrought-iron bell-pull. As he waited for an answer he 
looked around and frowned. The place was too beautiful, too 
perfect. It was a cliche of opulence, more like some ghastly Hollywood 
movie than a real place. If this is what money can buy, he 
thought dishonestly, then you can keep it. I'd rather have real 
life.


The front door was, he realized, slightly ajar, and 
he pushed 
it open. A fire was blazing cheerily in a huge fireplace and the 
chandeliers were all lit up, but no one was about. He gazed cautiously 
around, trying to distinguish the panelled doors from each 
other. One of these doors was the huge drawing room with the 
deers' heads. He remembered it from previous visits. But which 
was it? For a few seconds he dithered, then, suddenly irritated 
with himself, he stepped towards the nearest door and pushed it 
open.
But he'd got it wrong. The first thing he 
saw was Harry. He 
was sitting at an enormous oak desk, listening intently to a 
phone conversation. He raised his silvery head at the sound of 
the door opening, narrowed his eyes, then waved James away in 
irritation.
`Sorry,' said James quietly, backing 
out.
`Mr Havill?' came a low voice behind him. 
`I'm sorry I didn't 
answer the door more quickly.' James turned to see a blond girl 
he recognized as one of Harry's assistants behind him. `If you'd 
like to come with me . . .' she said, tactfully guiding him out of 
the room and closing the study door.
`Thank you,'
 said James, feeling patronized.
`The others are 
in the drawing room. Let me take your coat.'
`Thank
 you,' said James again.
`And if you need 
anything else,' said the girl pleasantly, `just ask 
me. All right?' In other words thought James resentfully don't go 
wandering about. The girl gave him a smooth smile, opened 
the door of the drawing room and ushered him in.


Olivia's pleasant dreamworld was interrupted as the 
door suddenly opened. She quickly smoothed down her skirt and looked 
up with a smile, expecting to see Harry. But it was the pretty blond 
girl again.
`Your husband's here, Mrs Havill,' 
she said, and stepped aside.
Into the room walked
 James. He'd come straight from the office; his dark grey suit was 
crumpled and he looked tired.
`Been here long?' 
he said.
`No,' said Olivia with a forced 
cheerfulness. `Not very.'
She rose from her seat 
and walked towards James, intending to 
greet him with a kiss. Just before she reached him, the girl tactfully 
withdrew, and closed the door.
Olivia stopped in 
her tracks, suddenly feeling self-conscious. 
Physical contact between herself and James had, over the last few 
years, become something which only happened in front of other 
people. Now she felt awkward, standing this close to him without an 
audience; without a reason. She looked at him, hoping he 
would help her out, but his face was blank; she couldn't read 
it. Eventually she leaned forward, flushing slightly, and gave him 
a peck on the cheek then immediately stepped backwards and 
took a gulp of champagne.
`Where's Milly?' said 
James in an expressionless voice.
`She's popped 
off to make a telephone call.'
Olivia watched as 
James helped himself to a glass of champagne 
and took a deep swig. He walked over to the sofa and sat down, 
stretching his legs out comfortably in front of him. Olivia gazed down 
at his head. His dark hair was damp from the snow but neatly 
combed, and she found herself running her eyes idly along his side 
parting. Then, as he turned his head, she quickly looked away.


`So,' she began then stopped and took a sip of 
champagne. 
She wandered over to the window, pulled open the heavy brocade curtain 
and looked out into the snowy night. She could barely 
remember the last time she'd been alone in a room with James; 
certainly couldn't recall the last time they'd talked together 
naturally. Topics of conversation passed through her mind like 
shrinkwrapped food on a conveyor belt, each as unappealing and difficult
 
to get into as the next. If she told James the latest piece of Bath 
gossip, she would have to begin by reminding him who all the main 
characters were. If she told him about the wedding shoe fiasco, she 
would first have to explain the difference between duchesse satin 
and slub silk. Nothing she could think of to say seemed quite worth 
the effort of starting.
Once, long ago, their 
conversation had flowed like a seamless length of ribbon. James had 
listened to her stories in geniune 
amusement; she'd laughed at his dry wit. They'd entertained each 
other, had fun together. But these days all his jokes seemed tinged 
with a bitterness she didn't understand, and a tense boredom crept 
over his face as soon as she began to speak.
So 
they remained in silence, until finally the door opened and 
Milly came in. She gave James a brief, strained smile.
`Hello, Daddy,' she said. `You made it.'
`Did you get through to Isobel?' said Olivia.
`No,' said Milly shortly. `I don't know what she can be
 doing. 
I had to leave another message.' Her eye fell on the tray. `Oh good. 
I could do with a drink.'
She took a glass of 
champagne and raised it. `Cheers.'


`Cheers!' echoed Olivia.
`Your
 good health, my darling,' said James. All three drank; 
there was a little silence.
`Did I interrupt 
something?' said Milly.
`No,' said Olivia. `You 
didn't interrupt anything.'
`Good,' said Milly 
without really listening, and walked over 
to the fire, hoping no one would talk to her.
For
 the third time, she'd got through to Isobel's message machine. 
As she'd heard the tinny tones she'd felt a spurt of anger, an 
irrational conviction that Isobel was there and just wasn't answering. 
She'd left a brief message, then remained staring at the phone for 
a few minutes, biting her lip, hoping desperately that Isobel would 
call back. Isobel was the only one she could talk to-the only one 
who would listen calmly; who would think of a solution rather 
than lecturing.
But the phone had remained 
silent. Isobel hadn't called back. 
Now Milly's hand tightened around her champagne glass. She 
couldn't stand this niggling, secret panic. On the way over to Pinnacle 
Hall she'd sat silently in the car, gathering reassuring thoughts 
around herself like sandbags. Alexander would never remember, 
she'd told herself again and again. It had been a two-minute encounter, 
ten years ago. He couldn't possibly remember that. And 
even if he did, he wouldn't say anything about it. He would just 
keep quiet and get on with his job. Civilized people didn't deliberately
 cause trouble.
`Milly?' Simon's voice 
interrupted her thoughts and she jumped 
guiltily.
`Hi,' she said. `Did you send your fax 
all right?'


`Yes.' He took a sip of champagne and looked more 
closely at 
her. `Are you OK? You're looking tense.'
`Am I?' 
She smiled at him. `I don't feel it.'
`You're 
tense,' persisted Simon, and he began to massage her 
shoulders gently. `Worrying about the wedding. Am I right?'
`Yes,' said Milly.
`I knew it.'
Simon sounded satisfied and Milly said nothing. Simon 
liked to 
think that he was in tune with her emotions; that he knew her likes 
and dislikes; that he could predict her moods. And she'd got into 
the habit of agreeing with him, even when his assertions were 
wildly inaccurate. After all, it was sweet of him to have a go. Most 
men wouldn't have bothered.
And to have expected 
him to get it right all the time would have 
been unreasonable. Most of the time she herself was unsure exactly how 
she was feeling. Emotions shaded her mind like colours 
on a palette some lingering, some momentary, but all blended together in
 an inseparable wash. Whereas Simon's moods seemed to 
march through him, distinct and uniform, like a row of children's 
building blocks. When he was happy, he smiled. When he was angry, he 
frowned.
`Let me guess what you're thinking,' 
murmured Simon against 
her hair. `You're wishing it was just the two of us tonight.'
`No,' said Milly honestly. She turned round and looked 
straight 
up at him, breathing in his musky, familiar scent. `I was thinking 
how much I love you.'
It was nine-thirty before 
Harry Pinnacle strode into the room. 
`My apologies,' he said. `This is unforgivable of me.'


`Harry, it's utterly forgivable!' exclaimed Olivia, 
who was 
by now on her fifth glass of champagne. `We know what it's 
like!'
`I don't,' muttered Simon.
`And I'm sorry about earlier,' said Harry to James. `It
 was an 
important call.'
`That's quite all right,' said 
James stiffly. There was a slight 
pause.
`Well, let's not hang about,' said Harry. 
He turned politely to 
Olivia. `After you.'
They slowly made their way 
across the hall, into the dining 
room.
`All right, sweetheart?' said James to 
Milly as they sat down 
round the magnificent mahogany dining table.
`Fine,'
 she said, and gave him a taut smile.
But she 
wasn't, thought James. He'd watched her knocking back 
glasses of champagne as though she were desperate; watched her 
jump every time the phone rang. Was she having second thoughts? 
He leaned towards her.
`Just remember, darling,' 
he said in an undertone. `You don't 
have to go through with it if you don't want to.'
`What?'
 Milly's head jerked up as though she'd been stung, 
and James nodded reassuringly.
`If you change 
your mind about Simon-now, or even on the 
day itself-don't worry. We can call the whole thing off. No one 
will mind.'
`I don't want to call the whole thing
 off!' hissed Milly. Suddenly 
she looked close to tears. `I want to get married! I love Simon.'
`Good,' said James. `Well, that's fine then.'
He sat back in his chair, glanced across the table at 
Simon and felt unreasonably irritated. The boy had everything. Good 
looks, 
a wealthy background, an annoyingly calm and balanced personality. He 
quite obviously adored Milly; he was polite to Olivia; he 
was thoughtful towards the rest of the family. There was nothing 
to complain about. And tonight, James admitted to himself, he was 
in a mood for complaint.


He'd had a grisly day at work. The engineering firm 
in whose 
finance department he worked had undergone restructuring in 
recent months. Endless rumours had that day culminated in the 
announcement that there would have to be four junior redundancies in his
 department. The news was supposed to be confidential 
but it had obviously spread: as he'd left the office, all the younger 
members of the team had still been hunched dutifully over their 
desks. Some had kept their heads down; others had looked up 
with scared eyes as he passed. Every single one of them had a 
family and a mortgage. None of them could afford to lose their 
job. None of them deserved to.
By the time he'd 
arrived at Pinnacle Hall he'd felt unspeakably 
depressed by the whole thing. As he had parked his car he had 
made up his mind that when Olivia asked how his day had been, 
he would, for once, tell her the truth. Perhaps not everything 
straight away, but enough to make her concerned; enough to make 
her realize what a burden he was struggling with. But she had not 
asked and a certain pride had stopped him from volunteering his 
story; from admitting to her his vulnerability. He didn't want his 
wife turning her mind to him as if he were just another one of her 
charity projects. Abandoned ponies, handicapped children, a miserable 
husband.
He should, thought James, be used to 
Olivia by now. He should 
be used to the fact that she was not very interested in him; that her 
life was full enough of other concerns; that she paid more 
attention to the problems of her chattering girlfriends than she 
ever did to him. After all, they had managed to carve out a stable, 
workable life together. If they weren't soul-mates there was 
at least some sort of symbiosis between them. She had her life 
and he had his and where they overlapped they were always 
perfectly amicable. James had resigned himself to this arrangement long 
ago, had thought it would be all that he ever needed. 
But it wasn't. He needed more; he wanted more. He wanted a 
different life, before it was too late.


`I'd like to propose a toast.'
Harry's voice interrupted James's thoughts and he 
looked up, 
frowning slightly. There he was. Harry Pinnacle, one of the most 
successful men in the country, and his own daughter's prospective 
father-in-law. James was aware that this alliance made him the 
envy of his peers and knew that he should be pleased at Milly's 
future financial security. But he refused to rejoice in the fact of his 
daughter becoming a Pinnacle; refused to bask, as his wife did, in 
the fascinated curiosity of their friends. He'd heard Olivia on the 
phone, dropping Harry's name into the conversation, assuming an 
intimacy with the great man that he knew she did not have. She 
was milking the situation for all it was worth-and her behaviour 
made him curl up with shame. There were days when he wished 
Milly had never met the son of Harry Pinnacle.
`To
 Milly and Simon,' declaimed Harry, in the gravelly voice 
which made all his utterances sound more significant than everyone 
else's.
`To Milly and Simon,' echoed James, and 
picked up the heavy 
Venetian glass in front of him.


`Simply delicious wine,' said Olivia. `Are you a 
wine expert as 
well as everything else, Harry?'
`Christ, no,' 
replied Harry. `I rely on people with taste to tell 
me what to buy. It's all the same to me.'
`Now, I
 don't believe that! You're too modest,' exclaimed 
Olivia. James watched in disbelief as she reached over and patted 
Harry intimately on the hand. Just who did she think she was? He 
turned away, slightly sickened, and caught Simon's eye.
`Cheers, James,' he said, and raised his glass. `Here's
 to the 
wedding.'
`Yes,' said James, and took a huge gulp
 of wine. `To the wedding.'
As he watched 
everyone drinking his father's wine, Simon felt a 
sudden tightening in his throat. He coughed and looked up.
`There's someone missing here tonight,' he said. `And 
I'd like 
to propose a toast to her.' He raised his glass. `To my mother.'
There was a slight pause and he was aware of eyes 
darting towards the head of the table. Then Harry raised his glass.
`To Anne,' he said gravely.
`To
 Anne,' echoed James and Milly.
`Was that her 
name?' said Olivia, looking up with flushed 
cheeks. `I always thought it was Louise.'
`No,' 
said Simon. `Anne.'
`Oh well,' said Olivia, `if 
you say so.' She raised her glass. `To 
Anne. Anne Pinnacle.' She drank from her glass, then looked at 
Milly, as though struck by a sudden thought. `You're not planning to 
keep your own name, are you, darling?'


`I don't think so,' said Milly. `Although I might 
stay as Havill 
for work.'
`Oh no!' exclaimed Olivia. `Too 
confusing. Just be Pinnacle 
through and through!'
`I think it's a good idea,'
 said James. `Keep your independence. 
What do you think, Simon? Would you mind if Milly stayed Havill?,
`To be honest,' said Simon, `I'd prefer it if we shared
 a name. 
We'll be sharing everything else.' He turned towards Milly and 
smiled. `But I'll be sad to lose Milly Havill, too. After all, it was 
Milly Havill I fell in love with.'
'Very 
touching,' said James.
`Would you consider 
changing your name to Havill?' said 
Harry, from the end of the table. Simon looked at him steadily.
`Yes I would,' he said. `If Milly really wanted it.'
`No!' exclaimed Olivia. `You don't, do you, darling?'
`I don't suppose you would have changed your name for 
Mum, 
would you, Dad?' said Simon.
`No,' said Harry. `I
 wouldn't.'
`Yes well,' said Simon tautly, `the 
difference is that I'm prepared to put my marriage before everything 
else.'
`The difference is,' Harry said, `that 
your mother's maiden 
name was Parry.' Olivia laughed and Simon shot her a furious look.
`The point is,' he said loudly, `names are irrelevant.
 It's people that make a marriage work. Not names.'
`And you, of course, are an expert on marriage,' said 
Harry.
`I'm more of an expert than you! At least I
 haven't screwed 
mine up yet!' There was a short silence. The Havills all looked at 
their plates. Simon gazed at his father, breathing hard. Then Harry 
shrugged.


`I'm sure you and Milly will be very happy,' he 
said. `We can't 
all be so lucky.'
`It's not a matter of luck,' 
retorted Simon angrily. `Luck doesn't 
come into it!' He looked at James and Olivia. `What would you say 
makes a successful marriage?'
`Money,' said 
Olivia, then laughed brightly. `Only joking!'
`It's
 communication, isn't it?' said Simon. He leaned forward earnestly. 
`Sharing, talking; knowing each other inside out. 
Wouldn't you agree, James?'
`I'll take your word 
for it,' said James, and took a swig of 
wine.
`You're absolutely right, Simon,' said 
Olivia. `I was actually 
going to say communication.'
`I'd put sex above 
communication,' said Harry. `Good sex, 
and plenty of it.'
`Well, I wouldn't know much 
about that, either,' said James 
drily.
`James!' exclaimed Olivia, and gave a 
tinkling laugh. Simon 
gave James a curious look, then glanced at Milly. But she didn't 
seem to be listening to the conversation at all.
`What
 about you, Harry?' Olivia was saying, gazing up at him 
through her lashes.
`What about me?)
`Aren't you ever tempted to marry again?'
`I'm too old to marry,' said Harry shortly.
`Nonsense!' exclaimed Olivia gaily. `You could easily 
find 
yourself a lovely wife.'
'If you say so.'
`Of course you could.' Olivia took another sip of wine.
 `I'd 
marry you myself!' She gave a little laugh.


`Very kind of you,' said Harry.
`Oh no,' said Olivia, waving her glass in the air. `It 
would be a 
pleasure. Really.'
There was a choice of 
puddings.
`Oh!' said Olivia, looking from lemon 
mousse to chocolate 
torte and back again. `Oh dear, I can't decide.'
`Then
 have both,' said Harry.
`Really? Would that be 
all right? Is anyone else going to have 
both?' Olivia looked around the table.
`I'm not 
going to have any,' said Milly, pleating her napkin 
nervously between her fingers.
`You're not 
slimming, are you?' said Harry.
`No,' said Milly.
 `I'm just not very hungry.' She managed a smile 
at Harry and he nodded pleasantly back. He was basically a kind 
man, thought Milly. She could see it, even if Simon couldn't.
`You're as bad as Isobel!' said Olivia. `Isobel eats 
like a little 
bird.'
`She's too busy to eat,' said James.
`How is she?' asked Harry politely.
`She's great!' said James with sudden animation. 
`Forging ahead 
with her career, travelling the world ...'
`Does 
she have a boyfriend?'
`Oh no,' James laughed. 
`She's too busy doing her own thing. 
Isobel's always been an independent spirit. She's not going to get 
tied down in a hurry.'
`She might,' objected 
Olivia. `She might meet someone tomorrow! Some nice businessman.'
`God help us,' said James. `Can you really see Isobel 
settling


down with some dreary businessman? Anyway, she's far
 too young 
still.'
`She's older than me,' said Milly.
`Yes,' said James, `but the two of you are very 
different.'
`How?' said Milly. She looked at her 
father. The tensions of the 
day were throbbing unbearably inside her head; she felt suddenly 
on edge. `How are we different? Are you saying I'm too stupid to 
do anything but get married?'
`No!' said James. 
He looked shocked. `Of course not! All I 
mean is that Isobel's a bit more adventurous than you. She likes 
taking risks.'
`I've taken risks in my time!' 
cried Milly. `I've taken risks 
you know nothing about!' She broke off, and stared at her father, 
breathing hard.
`Milly, don't get upset,' said 
James. `All I'm saying is that you 
and Isobel are different.'
`And I prefer you,' 
whispered Simon to Milly. She gave him a 
grateful smile.
`Anyway, James, what's wrong with
 businessmen?' said Olivia. 
`You're a businessman, aren't you, and I married you.'
`I know, my love,' said James tonelessly. `But I'm 
hoping Isobel might do a little better than someone like me.'
Later on, as the pudding plates were being removed, 
Harry cleared 
his throat for attention.
`I don't want to make a
 big thing of this,' he said. `But I've got 
a bit of a present for the happy couple.'
Simon 
looked up defensively. He'd bought a present of his 
own to give Milly this evening and had planned to spring it on her while
 they were all drinking coffee. But whatever Harry had 
bought, it would undoubtedly be more expensive than the ear-rings 
he'd chosen. Surreptitiously he felt for the small leather box, safely 
in his pocket, and wondered whether to leave it for another day 
a day without competition from his father. But then a small wave 
of indignation rose through him. Why should he be ashamed? Perhaps his 
father could afford to spend a bit more than him but 
then, what did everyone expect?


`I've got a present too,' he said, trying to sound 
casual. `For 
Milly.,
'For me?' said Milly confusedly. `But I 
haven't got anything 
for you. At least, not anything to give you tonight.'
`This is something extra,' said Simon.
He leaned over and gently pushed Milly's blond hair 
back behind her shoulders, exposing her little pink ears. As he did so, 
the 
gesture seemed suddenly erotic; and as he stared at her flawless 
skin, breathing in her sweet, musky scent, a proud desire surged 
through him. Sod the rest of them, he thought Olivia with her 
unbearable smugness, Harry with all his cash. He had Milly's divine body
 all to himself, and that was all that counted.
`What
 is it?' said Milly.
`Dad first,' said Simon, 
feeling magnanimous. `What have you 
got us, Dad?'
Harry felt in his pocket, and for a
 mad moment, Simon thought 
he was going to produce an identical pair of ear-rings. But instead, 
Harry dropped a key on the table.
`A key?' said 
Milly. `What's it for?'
`A car?' said Olivia in 
incredulous tones.
`Not a car,' said Harry. `A 
flat.'


There was a unanimous gasp. Olivia opened her mouth 
to 
speak, then closed it again.
`You're joking,' 
said Simon. `You've bought us a flat?'
Harry 
pushed the key across the table.
`All yours.'
Simon stared at his father, feeling all the wrong 
emotions rise 
to the surface. He tried to locate a feeling of gratitude, but all he 
could feel was shock and the beginnings of a defensive, smarting 
anger. He glanced at Milly. She was gazing at Harry with shining 
eyes. Simon felt a sudden despair.
`How . . .' he
 began, trying to summon the correct, grateful 
tones, but only managing to sound peevish. `How do you know 
we'll like it?'
`It's the one you wanted to 
rent.'
`The one in Marlborough Mansions?'
Harry shook his head.
`The one 
you wanted to rent. The one you couldn't afford.'
`The
 flat in Parham Place?' whispered Milly. `You bought it for 
us?'
Simon stared at his father, and felt like 
punching him. Fuck 
him for being so thoughtful.
`This is very good 
of you, Harry,' said James. `Incredibly generous.' Harry shrugged.
`One less thing for them to worry about.'
`Oh darling!' said Olivia, clasping Milly's hand. 
`Won't it be 
lovely? And you'll be so near us.'
`Well now, 
there's a plus,' said Simon, before he could stop 
himself. James glanced at him, and cleared his throat tactfully.
`And now,' he said, `what about Simon's present?'


`Yes,' said Milly. She turned to Simon and touched 
his hand 
gently. `What is it?'
Simon reached into his 
pocket and silently presented her with 
the little box. Everyone watched as she opened it to reveal two 
tiny, twinkling diamond studs.
`Oh Simon,' said 
Milly. She looked at him, her eyes suddenly 
glittering with unshed tears. `They're beautiful.'
`Pretty,' said Olivia dismissively. `Oh Milly! Parham 
Place!'
`I'll put them on,' said Milly.
`You don't have to,' said Simon, trying to control 
himself. 
His heart pounded with a raw, hurt anger; it seemed to him that 
everyone was laughing at him. Even Milly. `They're nothing very 
special.'
`Of course they are,' said Harry 
gravely.
`No they're not!' Simon found himself 
shouting. `Not compared with a piece of fucking real estate!'
`Simon,' said Harry calmly, `no one is making that 
comparison.'
`Simon, they're lovely!' said Milly.
 `Look.' She smoothed her 
hair back and the little diamonds sparkled in the candlelight.
`Great,' said Simon without looking up. He was making 
things 
worse, he knew, but he could not help himself. He felt like a small, 
humiliated schoolboy.
Harry caught James's eye, 
then rose to his feet.
`Let's have coffee,' he 
said. `Nicki will have put it in the drawing room. 
`Absolutely,' said James, taking his cue. `Come on, 
Olivia.'
The three parents moved out of the 
dining room, leaving Milly 
and Simon together in silence. After a few moments Simon looked 
up, to see Milly gazing at him. She wasn't laughing, she wasn't pitying.
 Suddenly he felt ashamed.


`I'm sorry,' he muttered. `I'm being a complete 
prick.'
`I haven't said thank you for my present 
yet,' said Milly.
She leaned forward and kissed 
him with warm, soft lips. Simon 
closed his eyes and cupped her face, feeling nothing but sweet 
sensation. Gradually, his father receded from his thoughts; his 
soreness began to lessen. Milly was all his and nothing else really 
mattered.
`Let's elope,' he said suddenly. `Sod 
the wedding. Let's just 
go and do it on our own in a registry office.' Milly pulled away.
`Do you really want to?' she said. Simon stared back at
 her. 
He had been only half-serious, but she was staring at him intently. 
`Shall we, Simon?' she said, and there was a slight edge to her 
voice. `Tomorrow?'
`Well,' he said, feeling a 
little taken aback. `We could do. But 
wouldn't everyone get a bit pissed off? Your mother would never 
forgive me.' Milly stared at him for a moment, then bit her lip.
`You're right,' she said. `It's a stupid idea.' She 
pushed her chair 
back and stood up. `Come on. Are you ready to be grateful to your 
father yet? He's very kind, you know.'
`Wait,' 
said Simon. He reached out and grasped her hand 
tightly. `Would you really elope with me?'
`Yes,'
 said Milly simply. `I would.'
`I thought you 
were looking forward to the wedding. The 
dress, and the reception, and all your friends ...'
`I was,' said Milly. `But ...' She looked away and 
shrugged 
slightly.
`But you'd give it all up and elope,' 
said Simon in a shaking 
voice. `You'd give it all up.' He gazed at Milly and thought he'd 
never known such love, such generosity of spirit. `No other girl 
would do that,' he said, his voice thick with emotion. `God, I love you.
 I don't know what I've done to deserve you. Come 
here.'


He pulled her down onto his knee and began kissing 
her neck; 
feeling for her bra strap; tugging urgently at the zip of her skirt.
`Simon . . .' began Milly.
`We'll
 close the door,' he whispered. `Put a chair under the 
door handle.'
`But your father ...'
`He made us wait for him,' said Simon, against Milly's 
warm, 
scented skin. `And now he's going to wait for us.'


 


CHAPTER FOUR
Milly woke 
feeling refreshed. The rich 
food, wine and conversation from the night before seemed to have 
disappeared from her system; she felt light and energetic.
As she went into the kitchen for breakfast, a couple of
 guests 
from Yorkshire, Mr and Mrs Able, looked up from their coffee 
and nodded pleasantly.
`Morning, Milly!' said her
 mother, looking up from the phone. 
`There's another special delivery for you.' She pointed to a large 
cardboard box on the floor. `And someone's sent you a bottle of 
champagne. I've put it in the fridge.'
`Champagne!'
 said Milly in delight. `And what's this?' She 
poured herself a cup of coffee, sat down on the floor and began to 
rip open the cardboard.


`It looks exciting,' said Mrs Able encouragingly.
`And Alexander says he'll meet you at ten-thirty,' 
said Olivia. 
`To take some shots and have a little chat.'
`Oh,'
 said Milly, suddenly feeling sick. `Good.'
`You'd
 better put on some make-up first,' said Olivia. She 
looked critically at Milly. `Darling, is something wrong?'
`No,' said Milly. `Of course not.'
`Ah, Andrea,' said Olivia, turning to the phone. `Yes, I
 got your 
message. And, frankly, it perturbed me.'
Milly 
began to tug at the plastic wrapping with shaky hands, 
feeling bubbles of panic rise inside her. She didn't want to see him. 
She wanted to run away like a child and block him out of her mind.
`Well then, perhaps Derek will have to buy a morning 
suit,' 
Olivia was saying sharply. `Andrea, this is a society wedding. Not 
some dismal affair in a church hall. No, a good lounge suit certainly 
would not do.' She rolled her eyes at Milly. `What is it?' she 
mouthed, gesturing to the present.
Silently, 
Milly pulled out a pair of Louis Vuitton travel bags 
and stared at them. Another sumptuous gift. She tried to smile, 
tried to look pleased. But all she could think of was the thudding 
fear growing inside her. She didn't want to feel his scrutinizing 
eyes on her face again. She wanted to hide herself until she was 
safely married to Simon.
`Well!' said Olivia.
`I've never seen anything like it,' said Mrs Able. 
`Geoffrey! 
Just look at that for a wedding gift. Who are they from, dear?'
Milly looked at the card. `Someone I've never even 
heard of.'
`One of Harry's friends, I expect,' 
said Olivia, putting down 
the phone.


`I've never known a wedding like this,' said Mrs 
Able, shaking 
her head. `The stories I'm going to tell when I get back home!'
`I told you about the procession, didn't I?' said 
Olivia complacently going over to the Aga. `We're having an organist 
specially 
flown in from Geneva. He's the best, apparently. And three trumpeters 
are going to play a fanfare as Milly arrives at the church.'
`A fanfare!' said Mrs Able to Milly. `You'll feel like a
 princess.'
`Darling, have an egg,' said Olivia.
`No thanks,' said Milly. `I'll just have coffee.'
`Still a little fragile after last night,' said Olivia
 airily, cracking 
eggs into a pan. `It was a wonderful dinner, wasn't it, Milly?' She 
smiled at Mrs Able. `I have to say, Harry's a wonderful host.'
`I've heard his business dinners are quite something,' 
said Mrs 
Able.
`I'm sure they are,' said Olivia. `But of 
course, it's different 
when it's just us.' She gave a reminiscent little smile. `We never 
have any of that stuffy formality we just all enjoy ourselves. We 
eat, we drink, we talk . . .' She glanced over at Mr and Mrs Able 
to make sure they were listening. `After all, Harry is one of our 
closest friends. And soon he'll be family.'
`Think
 of that,' said Mr Able. `Harry Pinnacle, part of your 
family. And you just running a bed and breakfast house.'
`An upmarket bed and breakfast,' snapped Olivia. 
`There's a difference!'
`Geoff!' whispered Mrs 
Able crossly. `You must dine with him 
often,' she said quickly to Olivia. `Being such close friends.'
`Oh well . . .' said Olivia in mollified tones. She 
waved her 
egg-slice vaguely in the air.
Twice, thought 
Milly. You've been twice.


`It really depends,' said Olivia, smiling kindly at 
Mrs Able. 
`We don't have any hard and fast arrangements. Sometimes he'll 
be out of the country for weeks then he'll come back and just 
want to spend a quiet few days with friends.'
`Have
 you visited his London home?' asked Mrs Able.
`No,
 I haven't,' said Olivia regretfully. `Milly has, though. 
And his villa in France. Haven't you, darling?'
`Yes,'
 said Milly tightly.
`Quite a jump for you, 
love,' said Mr Able. `Joining the jet set 
overnight.' Olivia bridled.
`It's hardly as 
though Milly comes from a deprived family,' she 
exclaimed. `You're used to mingling with all sorts of people, 
aren't you, darling? At Milly's school,' she added, giving Mr Able 
a satisfied glance, `there was an Arab princess. What was her name, 
now??
`I've got to go,' said Milly, unable to 
bear any more. She 
stood up, leaving her coffee undrunk.
'That's 
right,' said Olivia. `Go and put some make-up on. You 
want to look your best for Alexander.'
`Yes,' 
said Milly faintly. She paused by the kitchen door. 'Isobel hasn't 
called for me this morning, has she?' she asked casually.
`No,' said Olivia. `I expect she'll ring you later.'
At ten-forty, Alexander appeared at the door of the 
drawing room.
`Hi, Milly,' he said. `Sorry I'm a 
bit late.'
Milly felt a sickening thud of nerves,
 as though she were being 
called for an exam or the dentist.


`It doesn't matter,' she said, putting down the copy
 of Country 
Life she had been pretending to read.
`That's 
right,' said Olivia, following in behind Alexander. `By 
the window, do you think, Alexander, or by the piano?'
`Just where you are, I think,' said Alexander, looking 
critically at Milly's position on the sofa. `I'll need to put up a 
couple 
of lights ...'
`Would anyone like a cup of 
coffee?' said Olivia.
`I'll make it,' said Milly 
quickly and, without looking back, 
scuttled out of the room. On the way into the kitchen she glanced 
at herself in the mirror. Her skin was dry, her eyes had a frightened 
look in them; she looked nothing like a happy bride. Digging 
her nails into her palms, she forced herself to smile brightly at her 
reflection. Everything would be fine. If she could just force herself 
to act confidently, everything would be fine.
By 
the time she got back, the room had been transformed into a 
photographer's studio. A white cloth was draped on the floor and 
white umbrellas and light stands surrounded the sofa on which 
Olivia sat, smiling self-consciously at Alexander's camera.
`I'm being your stand-in, darling!' she said brightly.
`Nervous?' said Alexander to Milly.
`Not at all,' she said coolly.
`Let
 me see your nails, darling,' said Olivia, standing up. `If 
we're going to see your engagement ring ...'
`They're
 fine,' snapped Milly, whipping her hands away from 
her mother's grasp. She picked her way over the white cloth, sat 
down on the sofa and looked up at Alexander with all the calmness she 
could muster.
`That's right,' said Alexander. 
`Now just relax. Sit back a bit. Loosen your hands.' He stared 
critically at her for a while. `Could 
you sweep your hair back, off your face?'


`That reminds me!' exclaimed Olivia. `Those 
photographs I was 
telling you about. I'll fetch them.'
'OK,' said 
Alexander absently. `Now, Milly, I want you to 
lean back a little and smile.'
Without intending 
to, Milly found herself obeying his commands. As she smiled, she felt 
her body relax; felt herself sink 
into the cushions of the sofa. Alexander seemed utterly preoccupied with
 his camera. Any suggestion that they'd met before 
seemed to have been forgotten. She'd been worrying over nothing, she 
told herself comfortably. Everything was going to be all 
right. She glanced at her ring, sparkling prettily on her hand, and 
shifted her legs slightly, to a more flattering position.
`Here we are!' said Olivia, bustling up beside 
Alexander with 
a photograph album. `These are of Isobel, just before she graduated. 
Now, we thought they were marvellous shots-but then, 
we don't have the expert's eye. What do you think?'
`Nice,' said Alexander, glancing briefly down.
`Do you really think so?' said Olivia, pleased. She 
flipped 
the page backwards. `Here she is again. And again.' She flipped 
the pages back further. `And this is one of Milly at around the 
same time. It must be ten years ago, now. Just look at her hair!'
`Nice,' said Alexander automatically. He turned his 
head to 
look, then, as his eyes fell on the picture of Milly, stopped still. 
`Wait,' he said. `Let me see that.' He took the album from Olivia, 
stared for a few seconds at the photograph, then looked incredulously at
 Milly.
`She cut all her hair off and bleached it
 without telling us!' 
Olivia was saying brightly. `She was quite a wild little thing back 
then! You'd never believe it, looking at her now, would 
you?'


`No,' said Alexander. `You'd never believe it.' He 
gazed down, 
mesmerized, at the album. `The wedding girl,' he said softly, as 
though to himself.
Milly felt her insides turn to
 ice. She stared at him helplessly, 
feeling sick with fright, not daring to move a muscle. He remembered. He
 remembered who she was. But if he would just keep 
his mouth shut, everything could still be all right. If he would just 
keep his mouth shut.
`Well,' said Alexander, 
finally looking up. `What a difference.' 
He looked at Milly with a small, amused smile and she stared back, 
her stomach churning.
`It's the hair,' said 
Olivia eagerly. `That's all it is. If you change 
your hairstyle, everything else seems to change too. You should 
have seen me with a beehive!'
`I don't think it's
 just the hair,' said Alexander. `What do you 
think, Milly? Is it just the hair? Or is it something else completely?'
He met her eyes and she gazed at him in terror.
`I don't know,' she managed eventually.
`It's a mystery, isn't it?' said Alexander. He gestured
 to the album. `There you are, ten years ago . . . and here you are, 
now, 
a different woman completely.' He paused, loading film into his 
camera. `And here I am.'
`Here's a super picture 
of Isobel in her school play,' said Olivia, 
holding the album out to Alexander. He ignored her.
`By the way, Milly,' he said conversationally. `I never
 asked 
you. Is this your first marriage?'
`Of course 
it's her first marriage!' exclaimed Olivia, laughing slightly. `Does 
Milly look old enough to be on her second 
marriage?'


`You'd be surprised,' said Alexander, adjusting 
something on 
the camera. `These days.' A sudden white flash went off, and Milly 
flinched as though she were being attacked. Alexander looked up at 
her.
`Relax,' he said, and the flicker of a smile
 passed across his 
face. `If you can.'
`You look lovely, darling,' 
said Olivia, clasping her hands together.
`I only
 asked,' continued Alexander, `because I seem to do a 
lot of second marriages these days.' He paused, and surveyed 
Milly over his camera. `But that's not you.'
`No,'
 said Milly in a strangled voice. `That's not me.'
`Interesting,' said Alexander.
Milly
 glanced at her mother apprehensively. But Olivia had on 
her face the same look of polite incomprehension which appeared 
when business guests started discussing computer software or 
the yen. As she caught Milly's eye she nodded and started backing 
deferentially away.'
`I'll see you later, shall 
I?' she whispered.
`That's good,' said Alexander.
 `Now turn your head to the left. 
Lovely.' The room flashed again. In the corner the door closed 
softly behind Olivia.
`So, Milly,' said 
Alexander. `What have you done with your 
first husband?'
The room swam around Milly's 
head; every muscle in her body 
tightened. She stared fixedly at the camera lens without speaking.
`Loosen your hands,' instructed Alexander. `They're 
gripping too tightly. Try to relax.' He took another couple of shots. 
`Come on, Milly. What's the story?'


`I don't know what you're talking about,' said Milly
 in a dry 
voice. Alexander laughed.
`You're going to have 
to do better than that.' He reached across 
and adjusted one of the white umbrellas. `You know exactly what 
I'm talking about. And it's obvious no one knows about it except 
me. I'm intrigued. Try crossing your legs,' he added, looking at her 
through the lens. `Left hand on your knee so we can see the ring. 
And the other under your chin.'
The white flash 
went off again. Milly stared desperately ahead, 
trying to frame in her mind a reply, a put-down, a witty riposte. 
But her thoughts were inarticulate and feeble, as though her brainpower 
had been sapped by panic. She felt pinned to the sofa by 
fear, unable to do anything but follow his commands.
`A first marriage isn't against the law, you know,' 
observed 
Alexander. `So what's the problem? Would your bridegroom disapprove? Or 
his father?' He took another few shots, then loaded a 
new reel of film. `Is that why you're keeping it secret?' He eyed 
her thoughtfully. `Or maybe there's a bit more to the story.' He 
lowered his eye to the lens. `Can you come slightly forward?'
Milly edged forward. Her stomach was tense, her skin 
felt 
prickly.
`I've still got an old photograph of 
you, by the way,' said 
Alexander. `In your wedding dress, on the steps. It made a good 
shot. I almost framed it.'
The room flashed 
again. Milly felt giddy with fright. Her mind 
scurried back to that day in Oxford; to the crowd of tourists who 
had taken photographs of her and Allan on the steps, as she prinked and 
smiled and encouraged them. How could she have been so 
stupid? How could she have ...


`Of course, you look very different now,' said 
Alexander. `I 
nearly didn't recognize you.'
Milly forced 
herself to look up and meet his eye.
`You didn't 
recognize me,' she said. A tiny note of pleading 
entered her voice. `You didn't recognize me.'
`Well,
 I don't know about that,' said Alexander, shaking his 
head. `Keeping secrets from your future husband, Milly. Not a 
good sign.' He peeled off his jersey and threw it into a corner. 
`Doesn't the poor guy deserve to know? Shouldn't someone tell 
him?'
Milly moved her lips to speak but no sound 
came out. She had 
never felt so scared in all her life.
`That's 
great,' said Alexander, looking into the camera again. 
`But try not to frown.' He looked up at her and grinned. `Think 
happy thoughts.'
After what seemed like hours, he
 came to an end.
'OK,' he said. `You can go now.'
 Milly got up from the sofa 
and stared at him speechlessly. If she appealed to him-told him 
everything he might relent. Or he might not. A tremor ran 
through her. She couldn't risk it.
`Did you want 
something?' said Alexander, looking up from 
his camera case.
`No,' said Milly. For an instant
 her eyes met his and a bolt of 
fear went through her. `Thank you,' she added.
She
 walked to the door as quickly as she could without looking 
rushed, forced herself to turn the door knob calmly, and slipped out 
into the hall. As the door closed behind her, she felt almost 
tearful with relief. But what should she do now? She closed her 
eyes for a second, then opened them and reached for the phone. 
By now she knew the number off by heart.


`Hello,' came a voice. `If you would like to leave a
 message 
for Isobel Havill, please speak after the tone.'
Milly
 crashed the receiver back down in frustration and stared 
at it. She had to talk to someone. She couldn't stand this any more. 
Then a sudden note of inspiration hit her, and she picked up the 
phone again.
`Hello?' she said, as it was 
answered. `Esme? It's Milly. Can I 
come and see you?'
Milly's godmother lived in a 
large, elegant house to the north of 
the city, set back from the road and enclosed in a walled garden. 
As Milly walked up the path to her house, Esme opened the door 
and her two lean, pale whippets bounded out into the snow, jumping up at
 Milly and placing their paws lightly on her chest.
`Get down, you brutes,' exclaimed Esme, from the 
doorway. 
`Leave poor Milly alone. She's feeling sensitive.' Milly looked up.
`Is it that obvious?'
`Of 
course it isn't,' said Esme. She inhaled on her cigarette 
and leaned against the door frame. Her dark eyes met Milly's 
appraisingly. `But you don't normally ring me in the middle of the 
day with requests for immediate meetings. I imagine something 
must be wrong.'
Milly looked into Esme's 
scrutinizing eyes and suddenly felt shy.
`Not 
exactly,' she said. She rubbed the dogs' heads absently. 
`I just felt like talking to someone, and Isobel's away . . .'


`Talking about what?'
`I 
don't know really,' said Milly. She swallowed. `All sorts of 
things.' Esme puffed again at her cigarette.
`All
 sorts of things. I'm intrigued. You'd better come in.'
A fire was crackling in the drawing room and a jug of 
mulled 
wine was sending fragrant steam into the air. As Milly gave Esme 
her coat and sank down gratefully into the sofa, she found herself 
marvelling again that such an urbane, sophisticated woman could 
be related to her own dull father.
Esme Ormerod 
was the second half-cousin of James Havill. 
She had been brought up in London by a different, wealthier side 
of the family, and James had never known her well. But then, at 
around the time Milly was born, she had moved to Bath, and had 
made courteous contact with James. Olivia, impressed by this new, 
rather exotic relation of James's, had immediately asked her to 
be Milly's godmother, thinking that this might promote some 
intimacy between the two women. It had not done so. Esme had 
never become intimate with Olivia; she was not, as far as Milly 
knew, intimate with anyone particularly. Everyone in Bath knew 
of the beautiful Esme Ormerod. Many had attended parties in 
her house, admired her unusual clothes and the constantly changing 
collection of objets strewn around her rooms, but few could 
boast that they knew Esme well. Even Milly, who was closest to 
her of all the Havills, was often at a loss to know what she was 
thinking or what she might say next.
Neither did 
she know quite how Esme made her money. Although Esme's branch of the 
family was wealthy, it was generally 
agreed that it couldn't be wealthy enough to have fully funded 
Esme's easy existence for all these years. The few paintings which 
Esme occasionally sold were, as Milly's father put it, not even enough 
to keep her in velvet scarfs; apart from that she had no obvious income.
 The subject of Esme's money was the source of 
much speculation. One of the latest rumours circulating Bath was 
that she travelled to London once a month to perform unspeakable sexual 
acts with an ageing millionaire, who paid her a handsome allowance in 
return. `Honestly, what rubbish,' Olivia had 
said when she'd heard the rumour then, in the next breath, 
`But I suppose it's possible ...'


`Have one of these.' Esme passed Milly a plate of 
biscuits, each 
a beautifully made, individual creation.
`Gorgeous,'
 said Milly, hovering between one dusted with 
swirls of cocoa powder and another strewn with almond flakes. 
`Where did you get these from?'
`A little shop I 
know,' said Esme. Milly nodded, and bit into 
the cocoa swirls; a heavenly, chocolatey taste immediately filled 
her mouth. Esme seemed to buy everything from tiny, unnamed 
shops-the opposite of her mother, who preferred large establishments 
with names that everyone recognized. Fortnum and Mason. Harrods. John 
Lewis.
`So, how are the wedding preparations 
going?' said Esme, sitting on the floor in front of the fire and pushing
 back the sleeves 
of her grey cashmere sweater. The opal pendant which she always wore 
glowed in the firelight.
`Fine,' said Milly. `You
 know what it's like.' Esme shrugged noncommittally, and it occurred to 
Milly that she hadn't seen or talked 
to her godmother for weeks, if not months. But that was not unusual. 
Their relationship had always gone in phases, ever since Milly 
was a teenager. Whenever things had gone badly at home, Milly 
would head straight for Esme's house. Esme always understood her; 
Esme always treated her like an adult. Milly would spend days in her 
godmother's company, soaking up her thoughts, adopting her 
vocabulary, helping her prepare interesting meals filled with 
ingredients of which Olivia had never heard. They would sit in Esme's 
drawing room drinking pale, chilled wine, listening to chamber 
music. Milly would feel grown-up and civilized, and vow to live 
more like Esme in future. Then, after a day or two, she would return 
home and pick up her old life exactly where she had left off 
and Esme's influence would amount to little more than the odd 
new word or bottle of cold-pressed olive oil.


`So, darling,' Esme was saying. `If it's not the 
wedding, then 
what is it?'
`It is the wedding,' said Milly. 
`But it's a bit complicated.'
`Simon? Have you 
argued?'
`No,' said Milly at once. `No. I just . .
 .' She exhaled sharply 
and put her biscuit down. `I just need some advice. Some .. . 
hypothetical advice.'
`Hypothetical advice?'
`Yes,' said Milly desperately. She met Esme's eyes. 
'Hypothetical.'
There was a little pause, then 
Esme said, `I understand.' She 
gave Milly a catlike smile. `Continue.'
At one 
o'clock a call came through to Simon's desk from Paris.
`Simon? It's Isobel.'
`Isobel! 
How are you?'
`Do you know where Milly is? I've 
been trying to ring her.' 
Isobel's voice sounded ridiculously distant and tinny, thought Simon. 
She was only in Paris, for God's sake.
`Isn't she
 at work?' said Simon.


`Apparently not. Listen, have you two had a row? 
She's been 
trying to call me.'
`No,' said Simon, taken 
aback. `Not that I know of.'
`Must be something 
else then,' said Isobel. 'I'll try at home. 
OK, well, I'll see you when I get back.'
`Wait!' 
said Simon suddenly. 'Isobel -4 want to ask you something.'
`Yes?' She sounded suspicious. Or maybe that was just 
his paranoia. Simon always found Isobel a little tricky to deal with. 
For a 
start, she always said so little. Whenever he spoke to her he 
ended up feeling self-conscious under her intelligent scrutiny, 
and wondering what on earth she thought of him. Of course he 
was fond of her but he also found her very slightly scary.
`It was a favour, actually,' he said. `I wondered if 
you would 
pick me up a present for Milly.'
`What sort of 
present?' said Isobel.
If it had been Milly, 
thought Simon, she would have cried `Of 
course I will!' straight away and then asked for details.
`I want to get her a Chanel bag.' He swallowed. `So 
maybe 
you could choose her one.'
`A Chanel bag?' said 
Isobel incredulously. `Do you know how 
much they cost?'
`Yes,' said Simon.
`Hundreds.'
`Yes.'
`Simon, you're mad. Milly doesn't want a Chanel bag.'
`Yes she does!'
`It's not her 
style.'
`Of course it is,' retorted Simon. `Milly
 likes elegant, classic 
pieces. 


`If you say so,' replied Isobel drily. Then she 
sighed. `Simon, 
is this about your father buying you a flat?'
`No!'
 said Simon. `Of course not.' He hesitated. `How did you 
know about that?'
`Mummy told me. And she told me
 about the ear-rings.' Isobel's voice softened. `Look, I can guess it 
wasn't an easy moment 
for you. But that's no reason to go and spend all your money on 
an expensive bag.'
`Milly deserves the best.'
`She's got the best. She's got you!'
'But-'
`Look, Simon. If you 
really want to buy Milly something, buy 
something for the flat. A sofa. Or a rug. She'd love that.'
There was silence.
`You're 
right,' said Simon eventually.
`Of course I'm 
right.'
`It's just . . .' Simon exhaled. `My 
fucking father!'
`I know,' said Isobel. `But what
 can you do? He's a generous 
millionaire. It's a bummer.' Simon winced.
`God, 
you're harsh, aren't you? I think I prefer your sister.'
`Fine by me. Look, I've got to go. I've got a plane to 
catch.'
'OK. Listen, thanks, Isobel. I'm really 
grateful.'
`Yeah, yeah. I know. Bye.' And she was
 gone before Simon 
could say anything more.
`All right,' said Milly.
 She hunched her shoulders up, staring away 
from Esme, into the flickering fire. `Suppose there was a person. 
And suppose that person had a secret.'


`A person,' said Esme, looking at her quizzically. 
`And a secret.'
`Yes,' said Milly, still staring 
at the fire. `And suppose she'd 
never told anyone about it. Not even the man she loved.'
`Why not?'
`Because he didn't 
need to know,' said Milly defensively. 'Because it was just some stupid,
 irrevelant thing which happened ten 
years ago. And if it came out, it would ruin everything. Not just 
for her. For everybody.'
`Ah,' said Esme. `That 
kind of secret.'
`Yes,' said Milly. `That kind of
 secret.' She took a deep breath. 
`And suppose . . .' She bit her lip. `Suppose someone came along 
who knew about the secret. And he started threatening to say something.'
Esme exhaled softly.
`I see.'
`But she didn't know if he was serious or not. She 
thought he 
might just be joking.'
Esme nodded.
`The thing is,' said Milly, `what should she do?' She 
looked 
up. `Should she tell the . . . the partner? Or should she just keep 
quiet and hope that she'd get away with it?'
Esme
 reached for her cigarette case.
`Is it really a 
secret worth keeping?' she said. `Or is it just some 
silly little indiscretion that no one would mind about? Might this 
person be overreacting?'
`No,' said Milly, `she's
 not overreacting. It's a very big secret. 
Like a . . .' She paused. `Like a previous marriage. Or something.'
Esme raised her eyebrows.
`That
 is a big secret.'


`Or something,' repeated Milly. `It doesn't matter 
what it is.' 
She met Esme's eyes steadily. `The point is, she's kept it secret for 
ten years. No one's ever known about it. No one needs to know.'
`Yes,' said Esme. `I see.' She lit a fresh cigarette 
and inhaled 
deeply.
`So what would you do, if you were that 
person?' said Milly. 
Esme blew out a cloud of smoke thoughtfully.
`What
 is the risk of this other character giving her away?'
`I don't know,' said Milly. `Quite small at the moment,
 I think.'
`Then I would say nothing,' said Esme.
 `For the moment. And 
I would try to think of a way of keeping the other one quiet.' She 
shrugged. `Perhaps the whole thing will quietly fade away.'
`Do you think so?' Milly looked up. `Do you really 
think so?'
Esme smiled.
`Darling,
 how many times have you tossed and turned at night, 
worried about something, only to find in the morning that there 
was nothing to fear? How many times have you rushed in with an 
excuse for some misdemeanour, only to find no one realized you'd 
done anything wrong?' She took a deep drag on her cigarette. `Nine 
times out of ten, it's better to say nothing and keep your head down 
and hope that everything will proceed smoothly. And no one need 
ever know.' She paused. `Hypothetically speaking, of course.'
`Yes, of course.'
There was 
silence, broken only by the crackle and spitting 
of the fire. Outside, it had begun to snow again, in thick, blurry 
flakes.
`Have some more mulled wine,' suggested 
Esme. `Before it 
gets cold. And another biscuit.'
`Thanks,' 
murmured Milly. She picked up a disc of smooth clementine fondant and 
gazed at it. `You don't think I . . . the person should be honest with 
her partner.'


`Why should she?'
`Because . .
 . because she's going to marry him!' Esme smiled.
`Darling, it's a nice idea. But a woman should never 
try to be 
honest with a man. It's quite impossible.'
Milly 
looked up. `What do you mean, impossible?'
`Of 
course, one can try,' said Esme. `But essentially, women 
and men speak different languages. They have ... different senses. 
Put a man and a woman in exactly the same situation and they'll 
perceive it entirely differently.'
`So?'
`So, they're foreign to each other,' said Esme. `And 
the truth 
is, you can't be completely honest with someone you don't properly 
understand.'
Milly thought for a few moments.
`People who've been happily married for years 
understand 
each other,' she said at last.
`They muddle 
through,' said Esme, `with a mixture of sign language and goodwill and 
the odd phrase picked up over the years. 
But they don't understand each other. They don't have access to the 
rich depths of each other's spirits. The common language simply 
isn't there.' She inhaled on her cigarette again. `And there aren't 
any interpreters. Or at least, very few.'
Milly 
stared at her. `So you're saying there's no such thing as a 
happy marriage.'
`I'm saying there's no such 
thing as an honest marriage,' said 
Esme. `Happiness is something else.' She blew out a cloud of 
smoke.


`I suppose you're right,' said Milly doubtfully, and
 glanced at 
her watch. `Esme, I've got to go.'
`So soon?'
`We're having a wedding present given to us at Simon's
 work.'
`I see.' Esme tapped her cigarette ash 
into a mother of pearl 
dish. `Well, I hope I've been some help with your little problem.'
`Not really,' said Milly bluntly. `If anything, I'm 
more confused than before.' Esme smiled amusedly.
`Oh
 dear. I'm sorry.' She surveyed Milly's face. `So what do 
you think your . . . hypothetical person will do?'
There was silence.
`I don't 
know,' said Milly eventually. `I really don't know.'
James Havill had left the office at lunchtime that day 
and headed 
for home. As he let himself in, the house was steeped in a midday 
quiet, silent apart from the odd creak. He stood for a few moments in 
the hall, listening for voices. But the house seemed as 
empty as he had hoped it would be. At this time of day, the guests 
would be out, sightseeing. Milly would still be at work; the daily 
woman would have finished. The only person in the house now 
would be Olivia.
He climbed the stairs as 
soundlessly as possible. As he rounded 
the corner to the second floor his heart began to beat in anticipation. 
He had planned this encounter all morning; had sat in meetings thinking 
of nothing except what he would say to his wife that 
afternoon. What he would say and how he would say it.
The door to her room was closed. James stared for a 
moment 
at the little porcelain plaque bearing the word PRIVATE, before 
knocking.


`Yes?' Her voice sounded startled.
`It's only me,' he said and pushed the door open. The 
room 
was warm from an electric fire; too warm, he thought. Olivia 
was sitting in her faded chintz armchair in front of the television. 
Her feet were resting on the tapestry footstool she had upholstered 
herself. A cup of tea was at her elbow, and her hands were 
full of pale pink silk.
`Hello,' said James. He 
glanced at the screen where a black 
and white Bette Davis was talking frostily to a man with a square 
jaw. `I didn't mean to disturb you.'
`Don't 
worry,' said Olivia. She picked up the remote control 
and reduced Bette Davis's voice to an almost inaudible murmur. 
`What do you think?'
`What do you mean?' said 
James, taken aback.
'Isobel's dress!' said 
Olivia, holding up the pink silk. `I thought 
it looked a little plain, so I'm just trimming it with some roses.'
`Lovely,' said James, still gazing at the screen. He 
couldn't quite 
make out what Bette Davis was saying. She had unbuttoned her 
gloves; was she about to challenge the square-jawed man to a 
fight? He looked up. `I wanted to talk to you.'
`And
 I wanted to talk to you,' said Olivia. She picked up a red 
exercise book lying near her chair and consulted it. `First, have 
you checked the route to the church with the council?'
`I know the route,' said James. Olivia sighed 
exasperatedly.
`Of course you do. But do you know
 if any road-works or 
demonstrations are going to spring up on Saturday? No! That's 
why we have to ring the council. Don't you remember?' She began 
to write in the exercise book. `Don't worry. I'll do it myself.'
James said nothing. He looked around for somewhere to 
sit, 
but there were no other chairs. After a pause he sat down on the edge of
 the bed. Olivia's duvet was soft and smelt faintly of her 
perfume. It was spread evenly over her bed and anchored down 
with lacy cushions, neat and sexless as though she never slept in 
it. For all he knew, she didn't. James had not seen the underside 
of Olivia's duvet for six years.


`The other thing,' said Olivia, `is about presents 
for the guests.'
`Presents for the guests?'
`Yes, James,' said Olivia impatiently. `Presents for 
the guests. 
Everyone gives their guests a present these days.'
`I thought it was the other way around.'
`It's both. The guests give presents to Milly and 
Simon, and 
we give presents to the guests.'
`And who gives 
presents to us?' asked James. Olivia rolled her 
eyes.
`You're not helping, James. Milly and I 
have already organized 
for each guest to receive a champagne flute.'
`Well
 then, that's fine.' James took a deep breath. `Olivia '
`But I was wondering, wouldn't a flowering rose bush be
 more 
original? Look.' She gestured to an open magazine on the floor. 
`Isn't that pretty?'
`A flowering rose bush for 
each guest? The place will be a 
bloody forest.'
`A mini rose bush,' said Olivia 
impatiently. `Purse-sized, they 
call it.'
`Olivia, haven't you got enough to do 
without organizing lastminute purse-sized rose bushes?'
`Maybe you're right,' said Olivia regretfully. She 
reached for 
her pen and scored out an entry in her exercise book. `Now, what 
else was there?'
`Olivia, listen for a moment,' 
said James. He cleared his throat. `I wanted to talk about-' He broke 
off. `About what's going to 
happen. After the wedding.'


`For goodness' sake, James! Let's just get the 
wedding safely 
over before we start talking about what happens next. As if I 
haven't got enough to think about!'
`Just hear me
 out.' James closed his eyes and took a deep breath. 
`I think we both realize that things will be different when Milly's 
gone, don't we? When it's just the two of us in this house.'
`Fees for the choir . ..' murmured Olivia, ticking off 
on her 
fingers. `Buttonholes ...'
`There's no point 
pretending things are the same as they were.'
`Cake
 stand ...'
`We've been drifting apart for years,
 now. You've got your 
life, I've got mine . . .'
`Speech!' said Olivia,
 looking up triumphantly. `Have you 
composed your speech?'
`Yes,' said James, staring
 at her. `But no one seems to be listening.'
`Because
 what I suggest is that you write two sets of notes. 
Then I can keep one, just in case.' She smiled brightly at him.
`Olivia ...'
`And I'm going to 
suggest the same to Simon. Let me just 
write that down.'
She began to scribble and 
James's eyes drifted towards the television screen. Bette Davis was 
falling into the arms of the squarejawed man; tears glistened on her 
lashes.
`Right,' said Olivia. `Well, that's it.' 
She looked at her watch 
and stood up. `And now I must pop along to see the choirmaster. 
Was there anything else?'
'Well-'


`Because I am running a little late. Excuse me.' She
 gestured 
to James to stand up, and laid the pink silk carefully on the bed. 
`See you later!'
`Yes,' said James. `See you 
later.'
The door closed behind him and he found 
himself staring again 
at Olivia's little plaque.
`So what I'm saying,' 
he said to the door, `is that after the wedding, I want to move out. I 
want a new life. Do you understand?'
There was 
silence. James shrugged, turned on his heel and 
walked away.


 


CHAPTER FIVE
at the 
offices where Simon worked, there was 
a small shriek from the reception desk.
`She's 
here!' cried Pearl, one of the middle-aged receptionists. 
`Milly's here!' She beamed as Milly approached the desk. `How are 
you, dear? Not too nervous about Saturday?'
`There's
 nothing to be nervous about,' exclaimed another of 
the receptionists, a woman in a pale blue cardigan and matching 
eye shadow. `Just make sure you enjoy the day, darling. It'll go by 
so fast!'
`It'll be a blur,' said Pearl, nodding 
seriously. `What you need to 
do is, every so often, stop still and look around, and say to yourself: 
this is my wedding day. Just say it. This is my wedding day. 
And then you'll enjoy yourself!' She smiled at Milly. `I'll buzz Simon 
for you, then I'll take you up.'


`It's all right,' said Milly. `I know the way.'
`No trouble!' exclaimed Pearl. She tapped at her 
keyboard. 
`Margaret, keep trying Simon, will you? And tell him I'm on my 
way up with Milly.'
To a chorus of good lucks, 
the two of them walked across the 
reception area to the lifts.
`We're coming to 
watch you on Saturday,' said Pearl, as the 
lift doors closed behind them. `Outside the church. You don't 
mind, do you, dear?'
`Of course not,' said Milly 
confusedly. `You mean you're just 
going to stand there and watch?'
`Beryl's 
bringing camp-chairs!' said Pearl triumphantly. `And 
we'll have a thermos of coffee. We want to see everyone arrive. 
All the VIPs. It'll be just like a royal wedding!'
`Well,' said Milly, embarrassed. `I don't know about-'
`Or that lovely wedding on the television,' said 
Pearl. `On EastEnders the other day. Did you see it?'
`Oh, yes!' said Milly enthusiastically. `Wasn't it 
romantic?'
`Those two little bridesmaids,' Pearl 
sighed fondly. `Weren't 
they a picture?'
`Gorgeous,' agreed Milly. `Not,'
 she added quickly, as the lift 
approached Simon's floor, `that I really knew who any of the 
characters were. I don't normally watch EastEnders. I prefer . . . 
documentaries.'
`Do you, dear? I couldn't live 
without my soaps,' said Pearl 
comfortably. `Your Simon teases me about them. Quizzes me on all 
the plots.' She smiled at Milly. `He's a lovely boy really. So 
downto-earth. You wouldn't think he was who he is. If you know what 
I mean.' The lift pinged. `Here we are.' She peered down the carpeted 
corridor. `Now, where's he got to?'


`Here I am,' said Simon, suddenly appearing round 
the corner. He held out a bottle of wine and some plastic cups to Pearl.
 
`Take these down for everyone on reception.'
`That's
 very kind!' said Pearl. `And make sure you come down 
and show us your present.' She took one of Milly's hands and 
pressed it hard. `Good luck, my dear,' she said. `You deserve nothing 
but happiness.'
`Thank you,' said Milly, feeling 
tears prick the backs of her 
eyes. `You're very kind.'
The lift doors closed, 
and Simon grinned at Milly. `Come on,' 
he said. `They're all waiting for you.'
`Don't 
say that!' said Milly. `You're making me nervous.'
`Nervous?' Simon laughed. `There's nothing to be 
nervous 
about!'
`I know,' said Milly. `I'm just . . . a 
bit on edge at the moment.'
`Wedding jitters,' 
said Simon.
`Yes,' said Milly. She smiled at him.
 `That must be it.'
Simon's department had 
clustered self-consciously in the office he 
shared with four other advertising salespeople. As they arrived, 
bottles of fizzy wine were being passed around in plastic cups, and 
a woman in a red jacket was hastily collecting some last-minute 
signatures on an outsize card.
`What shall I 
put?' a girl was wailing as Milly passed. 'Everyone else has been really
 witty.'
`Just put your name!' snapped the woman 
in the red jacket. 
`And hurry up.'
Milly clutched her plastic cup 
and fixed a smile to her face. She felt vulnerable under the gaze of so 
many people, so many 
strangers. She sipped at the fizzy wine and took a crisp from the 
plate offered to her by one of Simon's cheery colleagues.


`Aha!' A deep voice interrupted the general chatter,
 and she 
looked up. A man in a brown suit with receding hair and a moustache was 
bearing down on her. `You must be Simon's fiancee.' 
He grasped her hand. `Mark Taylor. Head of publications. Very 
pleased to meet you.'
`Hello,' said Milly 
politely.
`Now, where's he got to? We've got to 
get this presentation 
done. Simon! Over here!'
`Have you two met?' said
 Simon, coming up. `Sorry, I should 
have introduced you properly.'
Mark Taylor was 
clapping his hands.
`All right, everyone. Hush 
up, hush up. On behalf of us all here 
at Pendulum, I'd like to wish Simon and Mandy all the very best 
for their future together.' He raised his glass.
`Milly!'
 shouted someone.
`What?' said Mark Taylor, 
screwing up his face puzzledly.
`It's Milly, not 
Mandy!'
`It doesn't matter,' said Milly, going 
red.
`What are they saying?' said Mark Taylor.
`Nothing,' said Milly. `Carry on.'
`To Mandy and Simon! May they have a long, happy and 
prosperous life together.' A telephone began to ring in the corner of 
the room. `Get that, somebody, would you?'
`Where's
 the present?' shouted someone.
`Yes,' said Mark 
Taylor. `Where is the present?'
`It's being 
delivered,' said a woman to Milly's left. `It's off the 
list. A covered vegetable dish. I've got a picture of it.'


`Very nice,' said Mark Taylor. He raised his voice. 
`The present is a covered vegetable dish off the list! Sally's got a 
picture, if 
anyone's interested.'
`But there should be a 
card,' said Sally. `Where's the card?'
`Here it 
is!' said the woman in the red jacket.
There was a
 small silence as Simon ripped open the huge envelope and opened a large
 card with two teddy bears on the front. 
He scanned the signatures, laughing every so often; looking up and 
nodding to people as he read their messages. Milly looked over his 
shoulder. Most of the jokes were about targets and quarter-pages 
and, bewilderingly, something called Powerlink.
`Great,'
 said Simon eventually. `I'm really touched.'
`Speech!'
 yelled someone.
`I'm not going to make a 
speech,' said Simon.
`Thank the Lord!' 
interjected someone else.
Simon took a sip of 
fizzy wine.
`But I just wanted to say,' he said, 
`for those of you who 
thought the most important thing in my life was beating Eric's insane 
monthly targets' there was a small laugh-'or demolishing Andy at darts 
...'
There was a bigger laugh, and Simon smiled.
`For all of you,' he said, `I've got some news. You're
 wrong.' 
He paused. `The most important thing in my life is standing next 
to me.' He took Milly's hand, and there was a small sigh from 
some of the girls. `This woman,' he said, `for those of you who 
don't know her, is the most beautiful, sweet-natured, open and 
giving woman in the world and I'm truly honoured that, on 
Saturday, she will become my wife. I feel very lucky.'
There was a short silence, then in muted tones someone 
said, 
`To Milly and Simon.'


`To Milly and Simon,' chorused the others 
obediently. Milly 
looked up at Simon's happy, unaware face and felt a sudden misery come 
over her.
`I'll see you all in the pub!' added 
Simon. The crowd began to 
disperse and he smiled down at Milly.
`Did I 
embarrass you?'
`Just a bit,' said Milly, trying 
to smile back. Her skin was 
prickling with guilt and her insides felt clenched by a strong, 
bony hand.
`I just had to tell everyone how I 
feel,' said Simon. He stroked 
her hair tenderly. `Sometimes I can't believe how much I love 
you.' A sudden rush of tears came to Milly's eyes.
`Don't,' she said. `Don't.'
`Look
 at you!' said Simon, tracing her tears with his thumb. 
`Oh, sweetheart. Do you want a hanky?'
`Thanks,' 
gulped Milly. She mopped at her face and took a 
couple of deep breaths.
`Simon!' A cheerful voice
 interrupted them. `Your round, I 
believe!'
'OK!' said Simon, grinning. `Give me a 
minute.'
`Simon,' said Milly quickly. `Would you 
mind if I didn't come 
to the pub?'
`Oh,' said Simon. His face fell.
`I'm just feeling a bit tired,' said Milly. `I don't 
really feel up 
to' she gestured-'all of this.'
`Simon!' yelled 
someone. `You coming or what?'
`Hang on!' called 
Simon. He touched Milly's face gently. 
`Would you rather we went off somewhere, just the two of us?'
Milly looked at him and had a sudden vision of the two 
of them in a secluded restaurant. They would sit tucked away at a 
corner table. They would eat risotto and drink mellow red wine. 
And slowly, quietly, she would tell him the truth.


`No,' she said. `You go and have fun. I'll have an 
early night.'
`You're sure?'
`Yes.' She pulled his face down and kissed it. `Go on. 
I'll talk 
to you tomorrow.'
She arrived home wanting to go 
straight to bed. As she took off her 
coat she heard voices in the kitchen, and winced as it occurred to 
her that Aunt Jean might have arrived early. But when she pushed 
open the door, it was Isobel she saw, standing on a kitchen chair, 
wearing a pink bridesmaid's dress and with a garland of dried flowers in
 her hair.
`Isobel!' she exclaimed, feeling 
sudden, almost tearful relief. 
`When did you get back?' Isobel looked up and grinned.
`This afternoon. I got back home, and what do I find? 
My bloody 
pipes have gone.'
`Pipes?'
`Water
 pipes,' said Isobel. `What did you think I meant? Bagpipes?'
'Isobel's going to stay here until the wedding,' said 
Olivia, 
with a mouthful of kirby grips. `Although of course we'll be a bit 
squashed when Aunt Jean and the cousins arrive ...'
`Get rid of Alexander,' said Milly. She sat down at the
 table 
and began to fiddle with a stray rosebud. `Then there'll be 
room. 
`Don't be silly, darling,' said Olivia. 
`He's got to stay here.' She shoved another kirby grip into Isobel's 
hair and poked at the 
garland. `There. That's better.'


`If you say so,' said Isobel. She grinned at Milly. 
`What do you 
think?'
Milly looked up and for the first time 
registered what Isobel 
was wearing.
`What happened to your dress?' she 
asked, trying not to sound 
appalled.
`I added some silk roses,' said Olivia.
 `Aren't they pretty?' 
Milly met Isobel's eye.
`Beautiful,' she said. 
Isobel grinned.
`Be honest. Do I look like an 
idiot?'
`No,' said Milly. She looked at Isobel 
and frowned. `You 
look . . . tired.'
`That's what I said!' 
exclaimed Olivia triumphantly. `She 
looks washed-out and peaky.'
`I don't look 
washed-out and peaky,' said Isobel impatiently. 
Milly gazed at her sister. Isobel's skin was almost grey; her fair, 
straight hair was lank. The flowers in her hair only emphasized 
the lack of bloom in her cheeks.
`You'll look 
fine on the day,' she said uncertainly. `Once you're 
wearing some make-up.'
`She's lost weight, too,' 
said Olivia disapprovingly. `We could 
almost do with taking this dress in.'
`I haven't 
lost that much,' said Isobel. `Anyway, it doesn't 
matter what I look like. It's Milly's day, not mine.' She looked at 
Milly. `How are you doing?'
`I'm OK,' said Milly.
 She met her sister's eyes. `You know.'
`Yup,' 
said Isobel. She began to slip the pink dress off. `Well, 
I might go upstairs and get sorted out.'


'I'll come and help you,' said Milly at once.
`That's right,' said Olivia. `Good little girl.'
Isobel's room was next door to Milly's, at the top of 
the house. 
Now that she had left home it was occasionally used by bed and 
breakfast guests, but more often than not remained empty, clean 
and neat, waiting for her return.
`Jesus!' said 
Isobel, as she opened the door. `What's all this?'
`Wedding presents,' said Milly. `And this is just a few
 of 
them.'
They both looked silently around the room.
 Every spare piece 
of floor was piled high with boxes. A few had been opened: they 
spilled shredded paper and bubble wrap; glimpses of glass and 
china.
`What's this?' said Isobel, prodding one 
of them.
`I don't know,' said Milly. `I think 
it's a soup tureen.'
`A soup tureen,' echoed 
Isobel disbelievingly. `Are you planning to cook soup when you're 
married?'
`I suppose so,' said Milly.
`You'll have to, now you've got a special tureen to put
 it in.' 
Isobel caught Milly's eye and she began to giggle, in spite of herself. 
`You'll have to sit in every night, and ladle soup out of your 
soup tureen.'
`Shut up!' said Milly.
`And drink sherry out of your eight sherry glasses,' 
said Isobel, reading the label on another parcel. `Married life is going
 to 
be a riot.'
`Don't!' said Milly. She was shaking 
with giggles; her eyes 
were bright.


`Electric breadmaker. Now, I wouldn't mind one of 
those.' 
Isobel looked up. `Milly, are you OK?'
`I'm 
fine,' said Milly. `I'm fine.' But her giggles were turning 
into sobs; suddenly a pair of tears landed on her cheeks.
`Milly! I knew there was something.' Isobel came over 
and put 
her hands on Milly's shoulders. `What's wrong? What did you 
want to talk to me about in Paris?'
`Oh God, 
Isobel!' More tears landed on Milly's face. `It's all 
gone wrong!'
`What?'
`I'm 
in real trouble!'
`What do you mean?' Isobel's 
voice rose in alarm. `Milly, tell 
me! What's happened?'
Milly looked at her for a 
long time.
`Come here,' she said at last. She 
went back into her own 
room, waited until Isobel had followed her inside, and closed the 
door. Then, as Isobel watched silently, she reached up inside the 
chimney, scrabbled for a bit, and pulled down an old school shoebag, 
drawn tightly at the neck.
'What-'
`Wait,' said Milly, groping inside. She pulled out a 
smaller 
bag then, from that, produced a box tied tightly with string. She 
tugged at the string and wrenched it off, taking the lid off with it. 
For a few moments she stared at the open box. Then she held it out 
to Isobel.
'OK,' she said. `This is what's 
happened.'
`Blimey,' said Isobel. Staring up at 
them from inside the box 
was a photograph of Milly in a wedding dress, beaming through a 
cloud of confetti. Isobel picked it up and stared at it more closely. 
Glancing at Milly, she put it down, and picked up the photograph 
underneath. It was a picture of two men standing side by side, one 
dark-haired, the other fair. Beneath that was a shot of the darkhaired 
man kissing Milly's hand. Milly was simpering at the camera. 
Her veil was tossed over her shoulder; she looked wildly happy.


Without speaking, Isobel leafed through to the end 
of the pile 
of pictures. Underneath the photographs were some old faded 
confetti and a little flowered card.
`Can I?' 
said Isobel, touching the card.
`Go ahead.'
Silently, Isobel opened the card and read the 
inscription: `To 
the best bride in the world. Yours ever, Allan.' She looked up.
`Who the hell is Allan?'
`Who do
 you think he is, Isobel?' said Milly in a ragged voice. 
`He's my husband.'
As Milly came to the end of 
her faltering story, Isobel exhaled 
sharply. She got up, strode to the fireplace and stood for a moment, 
saying nothing. Milly, who was sitting in an armchair, hugging a cushion
 to her chest, watched her apprehensively.
`I 
can't quite get my head round this,' said Isobel eventually.
`I know,' said Milly.
`You 
really married a guy to keep him in the country?'
`Yes,'
 said Milly. She glanced at the wedding pictures, still 
spread over the floor; at herself, young and vibrant and happy. As 
she had told the story, all the romance and adventure of what she'd 
done had flooded back into her, and for the first time in years she'd 
felt a nostalgia for those heady, magical Oxford days.
`Those bastards!' Isobel was shaking her head. `They 
must have 
seen you coming!' Milly stared at her sister.


`It wasn't like that,' she said. Isobel looked up.
`What do you mean, it wasn't like that? Milly, they 
used you!'
`They didn't!' said Milly defensively.
 `I helped them because I 
wanted to. They were my friends.'
`Friends,' 
echoed Isobel scathingly. `Is that what you think? 
Well, if they were such great friends, how come I never met 
them? Or even heard about them?'
`We lost touch.'
`When did you lose touch? As soon as you'd signed on 
the 
dotted line?'
Milly was silent.
`Oh, Milly,' said Isobel. She sighed. `Did they pay 
you?'
`No,' said Milly. `They gave me a 
necklace.' Her hands reached 
for the little pearls.
`Well, that's a lot of 
compensation,' said Isobel sarcastically. 
`Bearing in mind you broke the law for them. Bearing in mind 
you could have been prosecuted. The Home Office investigates 
phoney marriages, you know! Or didn't you know?'
`Don't
 go on about it, Isobel,' said Milly in a trembling voice. 
`It's done, OK? And there's nothing I can do about it.'
'OK,' said Isobel. `Look, I'm sorry. This must be awful
 for 
you.' She picked up one of the pictures and stared at it for a few 
moments. `I have to say, I'm surprised you risked keeping these.'
`I know,' said Milly. `It was stupid. But I couldn't 
bear to 
throw them out. They're all I've got left of the whole thing.' Isobel 
sighed, and put the photograph down.
`And you've 
never told Simon about it.'
Milly shook her head,
 lips clamped together tightly.
`Well, you've got
 to,' said Isobel. `You do know that?'


`I can't,' said Milly, closing her eyes. `I can't 
tell him. I just 
can't.'
`You're going to have to!' said Isobel. 
`Before this Alexander 
character decides to say something to him.'
`He 
might not say anything,' said Milly in a small voice.
`But he might!' retorted Isobel. `And it's not worth 
the risk.' 
She sighed. `Look, just tell him. He won't mind! Plenty of people 
are divorced these days.'
`I know they are,' said
 Milly.
`There's no shame in it! So you're 
divorced.' She shrugged. 
`It could be worse.'
`But I'm not,' said Milly 
tightly.
`What?' Isobel stared at her.
`I'm not divorced,' said Milly. `I'm still married.'
There was a still silence.
`You're
 still married?' said Isobel in a whisper. `You're still 
married? But Milly, your wedding's on Saturday!'
`I
 know!' cried Milly. `Don't you think I know that?' And as 
Isobel gazed at her in horror, she buried her head in the cushion 
and sank into blinding tears.
The brandy was in 
the kitchen. As Isobel opened the door, hoping no one was about, Olivia 
raised her head from the phone.
`Isobel!' she 
said in a stage whisper. `The most ghastly thing's 
happened!'
`What?' said Isobel, feeling a beat of
 fear.
`There aren't enough orders of service. 
People are going to 
have to share!'


`Oh,' said Isobel. She felt a sudden, terrible 
desire to cackle. 
`Well, never mind.'
`Never mind?' hissed Olivia. 
`The whole event will look 
shoddy!' Her eyes narrowed as she watched Isobel pour out a glass 
of brandy. `Why are you drinking brandy?'
`It's 
for Milly,' said Isobel. `She's a bit tense.'
`Is
 everything all right?'
`Yes,' said Isobel, 
backing away. `Everything's just fine.'
She went 
back up to the bedroom, closed the door and tapped 
Milly on the shoulder.
`Drink this,' she said. 
`And calm down. It'll be OK.'
`How can it be OK?'
 sobbed Milly. `It's all going to come out! 
Everything's going to be ruined.'
`Come on,' said
 Isobel. She put an arm round Milly's shoulders. `Come on. We'll sort it
 out. Don't worry.'
`I don't see how we can,' 
said Milly, looking up with a tearstained face. She took a sip of 
brandy. `I've completely messed 
things up, haven't I?W
`No,' said Isobel. `Of 
course you haven't.' Milly gave a shaky 
laugh.
'Nice try, Isobel.' She took another sip 
of brandy. `God, I 
need a cigarette. Do you want one?'
`No thanks,' 
said Isobel.
`Come on,' said Milly, pushing open 
the sash window with 
shaking hands. `One cigarette won't give you bloody lung cancer.'
`No,' said Isobel after a pause. `No, I suppose one 
cigarette can't 
hurt.' She sat down on the windowsill. Milly passed her a cigarette 
and they both inhaled deeply. As the smoke hit her lungs, Milly felt 
her whole body expand and relax.
`I needed that,'
 she said with a sigh. She blew out a cloud of smoke and wafted it with 
her hand out of the window. `Oh God. 
What a mess.'


`What I don't understand,' said Isobel carefully, 
`is why you 
didn't get a divorce.'
`We were always going to,'
 said Milly, biting her lip. `Allan 
was going to sort it out. I even got some papers from his lawyers. 
But then it all fizzled out and I didn't hear any more. I never went 
to court, nothing.'
`And you never chased it up?'
Milly was silent.
`Not even 
when Simon asked you to marry him?' Isobel's voice 
sharpened. `Not even when you started planning the wedding?'
`I didn't know how to! Allan left Oxford, I didn't know
 where 
he was, I lost all the papers ...'
`You could 
have gone to a lawyer, couldn't you? Or the Citizens' Advice Bureau?'
`I know.'
`So why-'
`Because I didn't dare, OK? I didn't dare rock the 
boat.' Milly 
puffed quickly on her cigarette. `I knew what I'd done was dodgy. 
People might have started poking around and asking questions. I 
couldn't risk it!'
`But Milly ...'
`I just didn't want anyone else to know. Not a single 
person. 
While no one else knew, I felt . . . safe.'
`Safe!'
`Yes, safe!' said Milly defensively. `No one in the 
world knew 
about it. No one asked any questions; no one suspected anything!' She 
raised her eyes to Isobel's. `I mean, did you suspect 
anything?'


`I suppose not,' said Isobel reluctantly.
`Of course you didn't. No one did.' Milly took another 
shaky 
drag. `And the more time went on, the more it was as though the 
whole thing had never happened. A few years went by, and still nobody 
knew about it, and gradually it just . . . stopped existing.'
`What do you mean, it stopped existing?' said Isobel 
impatiently. `Milly, you married the man! You can't change that.'
`It was three minutes in a registry office,' said 
Milly. `One tiny 
signature, ten years ago. Buried on some legal document which 
no one's ever going to see again. That's not a marriage, Isobel. It's 
a piece of dust. A nothing!'
`And what about when
 Simon asked you to marry him?'
There was a sharp
 silence.
`I thought about telling him,' said 
Milly at last. `I really did. But 
in the end, I just couldn't see the point. It's got nothing to do with 
us. It would just have complicated things. He didn't need to know.'
`So what were you going to do?' said Isobel 
incredulously. 
`Commit bigamy?'
`The first one wasn't a proper 
marriage,' said Milly, looking 
away. `It wouldn't have counted.'
`What do you 
mean?' exclaimed Isobel. `Of course it would 
have counted! Jesus, Milly, how can you be such a moron? I don't 
believe you sometimes!'
`Oh shut up, Isobel!' 
cried Milly furiously.
Fine. I'll shut up.'
`Fine.'
There was silence for a
 while. Milly finished her cigarette, then 
stubbed it out on the windowsill.
`Aren't you 
going to smoke yours?' she said, not looking at 
Isobel.


`I don't think I want the rest of it. You can have 
it.'
'OK.' Milly took the half-burned cigarette, 
then glanced at her 
sister, momentarily distracted. `Are you OK?' she said. `Mummy's 
right, you look awful.'
`I'm fine,' said Isobel 
shortly.
`You're not anorexic, are you?'
`No!' Isobel laughed. `Of course I'm not.'
`Well, you've been losing weight ...'
`So have you.'
`Have I?' said 
Milly, plucking at her clothes. `It's probably all 
this stress.'
`Well, don't stress,' said Isobel 
firmly. 'OK? Stressing is useless.' She pulled her knees up and hugged 
them. `If only we knew 
how far your divorce had actually got.'
`It 
didn't get anywhere,' said Milly hopelessly. `I told you, I 
never went to court.'
`So what? You don't have to
 go to court to get a divorce.'
`Yes you do.'
`No you don't.'
'Yes you do!' 
said Milly. `They did in Kramer versus Kramer.'
`For
 God's sake, Milly!' exclaimed Isobel. `Don't you know 
anything? That was for a custody battle.'
There 
was a little pause, then Milly said, `Oh.'
`If 
it's just a divorce, your lawyer goes for you.'
`What
 lawyer? I didn't have a lawyer.)
Milly took a 
final drag on Isobel's cigarette, then stubbed it out. 
Isobel was silent, her brow wrinkled perplexedly. Then suddenly 
she looked up.
`Well, maybe you didn't need one. 
Maybe Allan did all the divorcing for you.'


Milly stared at her.
'Are you
 serious?'
`I don't know. It's possible.' Milly 
swallowed.
`So I might be divorced after all?'
`I don't see why not. In theory.'
`Well, how can I find out?' said Milly agitatedly. `Why
 didn't 
I hear? Is there some official list of divorces somewhere? My God, 
if I found out I was actually divorced ...'
`I'm 
sure there is,' said Isobel. `But there's a quicker way.'
`What?'
`Do what you should have
 done bloody years ago. Phone your 
husband.'
`I can't,' said Milly at once. `I don't
 know where he is.'
`Well then, find him!'
`I can't.'
`Of course you can!'
`I don't even know where to start! And anyway-' Milly 
broke 
off and looked away.
`What?' There was silence as
 Milly lit another cigarette with 
trembling hands. `What?' repeated Isobel impatiently.
`I don't want to speak to him, OK?'
`Why not?' Isobel peered at Milly's downcast face. `Why
 not, 
Milly?'
`Because you're right,' said Milly 
suddenly, tears springing to 
her eyes. `You're right, Isobel! Those two were never my friends, 
were they? They just used me. They just took what they could get. 
All these years, I've thought of them as my friends. They loved each 
other so much, and I wanted to help them ...'
`Milly
 ...'
`You know, I wrote to them when I got 
back,' said Milly, star ing into the darkness. `Allan used to write 
back. I always planned 
to go back one day and surprise them. Then gradually we lost 
touch. But I still thought of them as friends.' She looked up at 
Isobel. `You don't know what it was like in Oxford. It was like a 
whirlwind romance between the three of us. We went punting, 
and we had picnics, and we talked into the night . . .' She broke 
off. `And they were probably just laughing at me the whole time, 
weren't they?'


`No,' said Isobel. `I'm sure they weren't.'
`They saw me coming,' said Milly bitterly. `A naive, 
gullible 
little fool who would do anything they asked.'
`Look,
 don't think about it,' said Isobel, putting her arm around 
Milly's shoulders. `That was ten years ago. It's over. Finished with. 
You have to look ahead. You have to find out about your divorce.'
`I can't,' said Milly, shaking her head. `I can't talk 
to him. 
He'll just be . . . laughing at me.' Isobel sighed.
`You're going to have to.'
`But 
he could be anywhere,' said Milly helplessly. `He just vanished into 
thin air!'
`Milly, this is the age of 
information,' said Isobel. `Thin air 
doesn't exist any more.' She took out a pen from her pocket and 
tore a piece of card off one of the wedding present boxes. `Now 
come on,' she said briskly. `Tell me where he used to live. And his 
parents. And Rupert, and Rupert's parents. And anyone else they 
used to know.'
An hour later, Milly looked up 
from the phone with triumph on 
her face.
`This could be it!' she exclaimed. 
`They're giving me a number!'


`Hallelujah!' said Isobel. `Let's hope this is him.'
 She gazed 
down at the road map in her lap, open at the index. It had taken 
Milly a while to remember that Rupert's father had been a headmaster in 
Cornwall, and another while to narrow the village name 
down to something beginning with T. Since then they had been 
working down the index, asking Directory Enquiries each time for 
a Dr Carr.
`Well, here it is,' said Milly, 
putting down the receiver and 
staring at the row of digits.
`Great,' said 
Isobel. `Well, get dialling!'
'OK,' said Milly, 
taking a deep breath. `Let's see if we've got 
the right number.'
I should have done this 
before, she thought guiltily, as she 
picked up the phone. I could have done this any time. But even as 
she dialled, she felt a painful dismay at what she was being forced 
to do. She didn't want to speak to Rupert. She didn't want to speak 
to Allan. She wanted to forget the bastards had ever existed; wipe 
them out of her memory.
`Hello?' Suddenly a man's
 voice was speaking in her ear and 
Milly gave a jump of fright.
`Hello?' repeated 
the man. Milly dug her nails into the palm 
of her hand.
`Hello,' she said cautiously. `Is 
that Dr Carr?'
`Yes, speaking.' He sounded 
agreeably surprised that she should 
know his name.
`Oh good,' said Milly, and cleared
 her throat. `May I ... may 
I talk to Rupert, please?'
`He's not here, I'm 
afraid,' said the man. `Have you tried his 
London number?'
`No, I haven't got it,' said 
Milly, amazed at how natural her voice sounded. She glanced over at 
Isobel, who nodded approvingly. `I'm an old friend from Oxford. Just 
catching up.'


`Ah, well he's in London now. Working as a 
barrister, you 
know, in Lincoln's Inn. But let me give you his home number.'
As Milly wrote down the number, she felt a bubble of 
astonishment expanding inside her. It was that simple. For years she'd 
thought of Rupert and Allan as people out of her life for ever; misty 
figures who might be anywhere in the world by now, whom she 
would never see again. And yet here she was, talking to Rupert's father,
 a phone call away from talking to Rupert himself. In a few 
minutes she would hear his voice. Oh God.
`Have I
 met you?' Rupert's father was saying. `Were you at 
Corpus?'
`No, I wasn't,' said Milly hurriedly. 
`Sorry, I must go. Thank 
you so much.'
She put the receiver down and 
stared at it for a few seconds. 
Then she took a deep breath, lifted it again and, before she could 
change her mind, tapped in Rupert's telephone number.
`Hello?' A girl's voice answered pleasantly.
`Hello,' said Milly, before she could chicken out. `May
 I talk 
to Rupert, please? It's quite important.'
`Of 
course. Can I say who's calling?'
`It's Milly. 
Milly from Oxford.'
While the girl was gone, 
Milly twirled the telephone cord 
round her fingers and tried to keep her breathing steady. She didn't 
dare meet Isobel's eye in case she collapsed with nerves. Ten years 
was a long time. What was Rupert like now? What would he say to 
her? She could hear faint music in the background, and pictured him 
lying on the floor, smoking a joint, listening to jazz. Or perhaps he 
was sitting on an old velvet chair, playing cards, drinking whisky. 
Perhaps he was playing cards with Allan. A dart of nerves went 
through Milly. Maybe, any moment, Allan would be on the line.


Suddenly the girl was speaking again.
`I'm sorry,' she said, `but Rupert's a bit tied up at 
the moment. Can I take a message?'
`Not really,' 
said Milly. `But maybe he could call me back?'
`Of
 course,' said the girl.
`The number's Bath 
89406.'
`Got it.'
`Great,'
 said Milly. She looked down at the doodles on her 
notepad, feeling a sudden relief. She should have done all this years 
ago; it was easier than she'd thought. `Are you Rupert's flatmate?' 
she added, conversationally. `Or just a friend?'
`No,
 I'm neither,' said the girl. She sounded surprised. `I'm 
Rupert's wife.'


 


CHAPTER SIX
by the fire 
of his Fulham house, shaking with 
fear. As Francesca put down the phone she gave him a curious look, 
and Rupert felt his insides turn to liquid. What had Milly said to his 
wife? What exactly had she said?
`Who's Milly?' 
said Francesca, picking up her glass of wine 
and taking a sip. `Why don't you want to talk to her?'
`Just a weird g-girl I once knew,' said Rupert, cursing
 himself 
for stammering. He tried to shrug casually, but his lips were shaking 
and his face was hot with panic. `I've no idea what she wants. 
I'll call her tomorrow at the office.' He forced himself to look up 
and meet his wife's eyes steadily. `But now I want to go over my 
reading.'
'OK,' she said, and smiled. She came 
over and sat down beside him on the sofa -a smart Colefax and Fowler 
sofa that had been a wedding present from one of her rich uncles. 
Opposite 
was a matching sofa which they'd bought themselves; on it sat 
Charlie and Sue Smith-Halliwell, their closest friends. The four 
of them were enjoying a quick glass of wine before leaving for 
the evening service at St Catherine's, at which Rupert would be 
reading. Now he avoided their eyes and stared down at his Bible. 
But the words swam before his eyes; his fingers sweated on the 
page.


`Sorry, Charlie,' said Francesca. She reached behind
 her and 
turned Kiri to Kanawa fractionally down. `What were you saying?'
`Nothing very profound,' said Charlie, and laughed. `I 
simply 
feel that it's up to people like us' he gestured to the four of 
them-`to encourage young families into the church.'
`Instead of spending their Sunday mornings at 
Homestore,' 
said Francesca, then frowned. `Do I mean Homestore?'
`After all,' said Charlie, `families are the core 
structure of society.'
`Yes, but Charlie, the 
whole point is, they're not!' exclaimed 
Sue at once, in a way which suggested the argument was not new. 
`Families are old news! It's all single parents and lesbians these 
days...'
`Did you read,' put in Francesca, `about
 that new gay version 
of the New Testament? I have to say, I was quite shocked.'
`The whole thing makes me feel physically sick,' said 
Charlie, 
and gripped his wine glass tightly. `These people are monsters.'
`Yes but you can't ignore them,' said Sue. `Can you? 
You can't 
just discount a whole section of society. However misguided they 
are. What do you think, Rupert?'
Rupert looked 
up. His throat felt tight.


`Sorry,' he managed. `I wasn't really listening.'
`Oh sorry,' said Sue. `You want to concentrate, don't 
you?' 
She grinned at him. `You'll be fine. You always are. And isn't it 
funny, you never stutter when you're reading!'
`I'd
 say you're one of the best readers in the church, Rupe,' 
said Charlie cheerfully. `Must be that university education. We 
didn't get taught much elocution at Sandhurst.'
`That's
 no excuse!' said Sue. `God gave us all mouths and brains, 
didn't he? What's the reading?'
`Matthew 26,' 
said Rupert. `Peter's denial.' There was a short 
silence.
`Peter,' echoed Charlie soberly. `What 
can it have been like, 
to be Peter?'
`Don't,' said Francesca, and 
shuddered. `When I think how 
close I came to losing my faith altogether ...'
`Yes,
 but you never denied Jesus, did you?' said Sue. She reached 
over and took Francesca's hand. `Even the day after it happened, 
when I visited you in hospital.'
`I was so 
angry,' said Francesca. `And ashamed. I felt as though 
I somehow didn't deserve a child.' She bit her lip.
`Yes but you do,' said Charlie. `You both do. And 
you'll have 
one. Remember, God's on your side.'
`I know,' 
said Francesca. She looked at Rupert. `He's on our 
side, isn't he, darling?'
`Yes,' said Rupert. He 
felt as though the word had been forced 
off his tongue with a razor. `God's on our side.'
But
 God wasn't on his side. He knew God wasn't on his side. As 
they left the house and headed towards St Catherine's Church-ten minutes
 away in a little Chelsea square Rupert found himself 
lagging behind the others. He felt like lagging so slowly that he 
would be left behind altogether. He wanted to be overlooked; to 
be forgotten about. But that was impossible. No one at St 
Catherine's was ever forgotten. Anyone who ventured through 
its portals immediately became part of the family. The most 
casual visitors were welcomed in with smiling enthusiasm, 
were made to feel important and loved, were exhorted to 
come again. Most did. Those who didn't reappear were cheerfully 
telephoned `Just checking you're OK. You know, we care about 
you. We really care.' Sceptics were welcomed almost more keenly 
than believers. They were encouraged to stand up and express their 
reservations; the more convincing their arguments, the broader the 
smiles all around. The members of St Catherine's smiled a lot. They 
wore their happiness visibly; they walked around in a shiny halo of 
certainty.


It had been that certainty which had attracted 
Rupert to St 
Catherine's. During his first year in chambers, miserably riddled 
with self-doubt, he had met Tom Innes, another barrister. Tom was 
friendly and outgoing. He had a secure social life built around St 
Catherine's. He knew all the answers and when he didn't know 
the answer, he knew where to look. He was the happiest man Rupert had 
ever met. And Rupert, who at that time had thought he 
would never be happy again, had fallen with an almost desperate 
eagerness into Tom's life; into Christianity; into marriage. Now his 
life had a regular pattern, a meaning to it which he relished. He'd 
been married to Francesca for three contented years, his house was 
comfortable, his career was going well.
No one 
knew about his past life. No one knew about Allan. He had told nobody. 
Not Francesca, not Tom, not the vicar. He 
hadn't even told God.


Tom was waiting for them at the door as they 
arrived. He was 
dressed, like Rupert and Charlie, in work clothes-well-cut suit, 
Thomas Pink shirt, silk tie. All the men at St Catherine's had the 
same clothes, the same haircuts, the same heavy gold signet rings. 
At the weekends they all wore chinos and casual Ralph Lauren 
shirts, or else tweeds for shooting.
`Rupert! 
Good to see you. All set to read?'
`Absolutely!' 
said Rupert.
`Good man.' Tom smiled at Rupert and
 Rupert felt a tingle 
go up his spine. The same tingle he'd experienced when he met 
Tom for the first time. `I'm hoping you'll read at the next chambers 
Bible study group, if that's OK?'
`Of course,' 
said Rupert. `What do you want me to do?'
`We'll 
talk about it later,' said Tom. He smiled again and moved 
away-and ridiculously, Rupert felt a small dart of disappointment.
In front of him, Francesca and Sue were greeting 
friends with 
warm hugs; Charlie was vigorously shaking the hand of an old 
schoolfriend. Everywhere he looked, well-dressed professionals 
were thronging.
`I just asked Jesus,' a voice 
behind him said. `I asked Jesus, and 
the next day I woke up with the answer fully formed in my head. 
So I went back to the client, and I said ...'
`Why
 these people can't control themselves, I just don't know!' 
Francesca was exclaiming. Her voice was sharp and her eyes were shining 
slightly. `All these single mothers, with no means 
to provide for themselves ...'


`But then, think of the backgrounds they come from,'
 replied a 
blond woman in an Armani jacket. She smiled blandly at Francesca. 
`They need our support and guidance. Not our condemnation.'
`I know,' muttered Francesca. `But it's very 
difficult.' Unconsciously her hand stroked her flat stomach and Rupert 
felt a wave 
of compassion for her. He hurried forward and kissed the back 
of her neck.
`Don't worry,' he whispered in her 
ear. `We'll have a baby. 
You just wait.'
`But what if God doesn't want me 
to have a baby?' said 
Francesca, turning round and meeting his eyes. `What then?'
`He does,' said Rupert, trying to sound sure of 
himself. `I'm 
sure he does.'
Francesca sighed and turned away 
again, and Rupert felt a stab 
of panic. He didn't know the answers. How could he? He'd been 
a born-again Christian for less time than Francesca, was less familiar 
with the Bible than she was, had achieved an inferior degree to hers, 
even earned less money than she did. And yet she 
deferred to him constantly. She had insisted on promising to obey 
him; she looked to him for guidance in everything.
Gradually the crowd dispersed, filing into pews. Some 
knelt, 
some sat looking expectantly ahead, some were still chatting. Many 
were holding crisp notes, ready for the collection. The amount of 
money generated by St Catherine's at each service was approximately the 
same as that gathered in a whole year at the small Cornish church Rupert
 had attended as a boy. The congregation here 
could afford to give extravagantly without their lifestyles being 
affected; they still drove expensive cars, ate good food, travelled 
abroad. They were a ready-made advertisers' dream audience, 
thought Rupert; if the church would only sell space on its walls, it 
would make a fortune. An unwilling grin passed over his face. That 
was the sort of remark Allan would have made.


`Rupert!' Tom's voice interrupted his thoughts. 
`Come and 
sit at the front.'
`Right you are,' said Rupert. 
He sat down on his allotted chair 
and looked at the congregation facing him. Familiar faces looked 
back at him; there were a few friendly smiles. Rupert tried to 
smile back. But suddenly he felt conspicuous under the scrutiny 
of five hundred Christian eyes. What did they see? What did they 
think he was? A childish panic went through him. They all think 
I'm like them, he suddenly found himself thinking. But I'm not. 
I'm different.
Music struck up, and everybody got
 to their feet. Rupert 
stood up too, and looked obediently at his yellow sheet of paper. 
The tune of the hymn was jaunty; the words were happy and uplifting. But
 he didn't feel uplifted, he felt poisoned. He couldn't 
sing, couldn't free his thoughts from the same circular path. They 
all think I'm the same as them, he kept thinking. But I'm not. I'm 
different.
He had always been different. As a 
child in Cornwall he'd been 
the headmaster's son; had been set apart before he even had a 
chance. While other boys' fathers drove tractors and drank beer, 
his father read Greek poetry and gave Rupert's friends detention. 
Mr Carr had been a popular headmaster the most popular the 
school had ever had but that hadn't helped Rupert, who was by 
nature academic, poor at games and shy. The boys had scoffed at 
him, the girls had ignored him. Gradually Rupert had developed a 
defensive stutter and a taste for being on his own.


Then, at around the age of thirteen, his childish 
features had 
matured into golden good looks, and things had become even 
worse. Suddenly the girls were following him around, giggling 
and propositioning him; suddenly the other boys were gazing at 
him in envy. It was assumed, because he was so good-looking, 
that he could sleep with any girl he wanted to; that indeed he had 
already done so. Nearly every Saturday night Rupert would take 
some girl or other to the cinema, sit with her at the back and put 
his arm around her for all to see. The next Monday she would 
giggle hysterically with her friends, flutter her eyelashes and 
drop hints. His reputation grew and grew. To Rupert's astonishment, not 
one of the girls ever gave away the fact that his sexual 
prowess stopped at a goodnight kiss. By the time he was eighteen 
he had taken out all the girls in the school and was still a virgin.
He'd thought that at Oxford it would be different. 
That he 
would fit in. That he would meet another kind of girl; that everything 
would fall into place. He'd arrived tanned and fit after a 
summer on the beach, and immediately attracted attention. Girls 
had flocked round him; intelligent, charming girls. The sort of 
girls he'd always longed for.
Except that now 
he'd got them, he didn't want them. He 
couldn't desire the girls he met, with their high foreheads and flicking
 hair and intellectual gravitas. It was the men in Oxford who 
had fascinated him. The men. He'd stared at them surreptitiously 
in lectures, watched them in the street, edged closer to them in 
pubs. Foppish law students in waistcoats; crop-haired French students in
 Doc Martens. Members of the dramatic society piling into 
the pub after a show, wearing make-up and kissing each other playfully 
on the lips.
Occasionally one of these men would 
look up, notice Rupert staring, and invite him to join the group. A few 
times he'd been 
openly propositioned. But each time he'd backed away, full of 
terror. He couldn't be attracted to these men. He couldn't be 
gay. He simply couldn't.


By the end of his first year at Oxford he was still a
 virgin and 
lonelier than ever before. He belonged to no particular set; he 
didn't have a girlfriend; he didn't have a boyfriend. Because he was 
so good-looking, others in his college read his shyness as aloofness. 
They imbued him with a self-confidence and arrogance he didn't 
have, assumed his social life was catered for out of college; left him 
alone. By the end of Trinity term, he was spending most nights 
drinking whisky alone in his rooms.
And then he'd
 been sent for an extra tutorial to Allan Kepin- 
ski, an American junior research fellow at Keble. They'd discussed 
Paradise Lost; had grown more and more intense as the 
afternoon wore on. By the end of the tutorial Rupert was flushed 
in the face, utterly caught up in the debate and the charged atmosphere 
between them. Allan was leaning forward in his chair, 
close to Rupert; their faces were almost touching.
Then, silently, Allan had leaned a little further and 
brushed 
his lips against Rupert s. Excitement had seared Rupert's body. 
He'd closed his eyes and willed Allan to kiss him again, to come 
even closer. And slowly, gently, Allan had put his arms around Rupert 
and pulled him down, off his armchair, onto the rug, into a 
new life.
Afterwards, Allan had explained to 
Rupert exactly how much 
of a risk he'd been taking by making the first move.
`You could have had me slung in jail,' he'd said in his
 dry voice, 
caressing Rupert's rumpled hair. `Or at least sent home on the first 
plane. Coming on to undergraduates isn't exactly ethical.'


`Fuck ethical,' Rupert had said, and flopped 
backwards. He 
felt shaky with relief; with liberation. `Christ, I feel incredible. I 
never knew-' He broke off.
`No,' Allan had said 
amusedly. `I didn't think you did.'
That summer 
remained etched in Rupert's memory as a perfect 
bubble of intoxication. He'd subsumed himself entirely to Allan, 
had spent the entire summer vacation with him. He'd eaten with 
him, slept with him, respected and loved him. No one else had 
seemed to matter, or even exist.
The girl Milly 
had not interested him in the slightest. Allan 
had been quite taken with her he'd thought her naively charming; had 
been amused by her innocent babble. But to Rupert, she 
had been just another shallow, silly girl. A waste of time, a waste 
of space, a rival for Allan's attention.
`Rupert?'
 The woman next to him nudged him and Rupert 
realized that the hymn was over. Quickly he sat down, and tried 
to compose his thoughts.
But the thought of Milly
 had unsettled him; now he couldn't 
think of anything else. `Milly from Oxford,' she'd called herself 
tonight. A spasm of angry fear went through Rupert as he thought 
of her name on his wife's lips. What was she doing, ringing him 
after ten years? How had she got his number? Didn't she realize 
that everything had changed? That he wasn't gay? That it had all 
been a terrible mistake?
`Rupert! You're 
reading!' The woman was hissing at him, and 
abruptly Rupert came to. He carefully put down his yellow sheet 
of paper, picked up his Bible and stood up. He walked slowly to 
the lectern, placed his Bible on it and faced his audience.
`I am going to read from St Matthew's Gospel,' he said.
 `The theme is denial. How can we live with ourselves if we deny the 
one we truly love?'


He opened the Bible with trembling hands, and took a
 deep 
breath. I'm reading this for God, he told himself-as all the 
readers at St Catherine's did. I'm reading this for Jesus. The picture 
of a grave, betrayed face filled his mind, and he felt a familiar stab 
of guilt. But it wasn't the face of Jesus he saw. It was the 
face of Allan.


 


CHAPTER SEVEN
Milly and Isobel waited until a foursome 
of guests descended on the kitchen, then slipped out of the house 
before Olivia could ask them where they were going.
'OK,' said Isobel, as they reached the car. `I think 
there's an 
eight-thirty fast to London. You should catch that.'
`What if he says something?' said Milly, looking up at 
Alexander's curtained window. Her lips began to shiver in the icy 
morning air. `What if he says something to Simon while I'm away?'
`He won't,' said Isobel firmly. `Simon will be at work 
all morning, won't he? Alexander won't even be able to get to him. And 
by 
that time, at least you'll know.' She opened the car door. `Come on, 
get in.'
`I didn't sleep all night,' said Milly, 
as Isobel began to drive off. `I was so tense.' She wound a strand of 
hair tightly round her 
finger, then released it. `For ten years I've thought I was married. And
 now . . . maybe I'm not!'


`Milly, you don't know for sure,' said Isobel.
`I know,' said Milly. `But it makes sense, doesn't it?
 Why would 
Allan begin divorce proceedings and not see them through? Of 
course he would have seen it all through.'
`Maybe.'
`Don't be so pessimistic, Isobel! You were the one who
 said '
`I know I was. And I really hope you are 
divorced.' She glanced 
at Milly. `But I wouldn't celebrate until you actually find out.'
`I'm not celebrating,' said Milly. `Not yet. I'm just 
.. . 
hopeful.'
They paused at a traffic light and 
watched a crocodile of children in matching red duffel coats cross the 
road.
`Of course,' said Isobel, `if your charming
 friend Rupert had 
bothered to call back, you might be in contact with Allan by now. 
You might know, one way or the other.'
`I know,' 
said Milly. `Bastard. Ignoring me like that. He must 
know I'm in some kind of trouble. Why else would I ring him?' 
Her voice rose incredulously. `How can someone be so selfish?'
`Most of the world is selfish,' said Isobel. `Take it 
from me.'
`And how come he's suddenly got a 
wife?'
Isobel shrugged.
`There's
 your answer. That's why he didn't call back.'
Milly
 drew a circle on the fogged-up passenger window and 
looked out of it at the passing streets. Commuters were hurrying 
along the pavements, scuffing the new morning snow into slush; 
glancing at garish Sale signs in closed shop windows as they passed.


`So, what are you going to do?' said Isobel 
suddenly. `If you 
find out you are divorced?'
`What do you mean?'
`Will you tell Simon?'
There 
was silence.
`I don't know,' said Milly slowly. 
`Maybe it won't be necessary.I
`But Milly '
`I know I should have told him in the first place,' 
interrupted 
Milly. `I should have told him months ago, and sorted it all out.' 
She paused. `But I didn't. And I can't change that. It's too late.'
`So? You could tell him now.'
`But
 everything's different now! Our wedding is in three 
days' time. Everything's perfect. Why ruin it all with . . . this?'
Isobel was silent and Milly looked round defensively. 
`I suppose you think I should tell him anyway. I suppose you think you 
can't have secrets from someone you love.'
`No,' 
said Isobel. `Actually, I don't think that.' Milly looked 
at her in surprise. Isobel's gaze was averted; her hands gripped 
the steering wheel tightly. `You can easily love someone and still 
keep a secret from them,' she said.
`But-'
`If it's something that would trouble them needlessly. 
If it's 
something they don't need to know.' Isobel's voice grew slightly 
harsher. `Some secrets are best left unsaid.'
'Like
 what?' Milly gazed at Isobel. `What are you talking about?'
`Nothing.'
`Have you got a 
secret?'
Isobel was silent. For a few minutes 
Milly stared at her sister, 
scanning her face, trying to read her expression. Then suddenly 
it came to her. A thunderbolt of horrific realization.


`You're ill, aren't you?' she said shakily. `God, it
 all makes 
sense. That's why you're so pale. You've got something terrible 
wrong with you and you're not telling us!' Milly's voice rose. 
`You think it's best left unsaid! What, until you die?'
`Milly!' Isobel's voice snapped curtly across the car. 
`I'm not 
going to die. I'm not ill.'
`Well, what's your 
secret, then?'
`I never said I had one. I was 
talking theoretically.' Isobel pulled 
into the station car park. `Here we are.' She opened the car door 
and, without looking at Milly, got out.
Reluctantly,
 Milly followed. As she reached the station concourse, a train pulled 
out from one of the platforms, and a trail of 
arriving passengers began to appear. Unconcerned, happy people, 
holding bags and waving to friends. People to whom the word 
`wedding' meant happiness and celebration.
`Oh 
God,' she said, catching up with Isobel. `I don't want to 
go. I don't want to find out. I want to forget about it.'
`You've got to go. You haven't got any choice.' 
Suddenly Isobel's face changed colour. `Get your ticket,' she said in a 
gasp. `I'll 
be back in a moment.' And to Milly's astonishment, she began running 
towards the Ladies. Milly gazed after her for a moment, then 
turned round.
`A day return to London, please,' 
she said to the girl behind the 
glass. What on earth was wrong with Isobel? She wasn't ill, but she 
wasn't normal, either. She couldn't be pregnant she didn't have 
a boyfriend.
`Right,' said Isobel, reappearing by
 her side. `Got everything?'
`You're pregnant!' 
hissed Milly. `Aren't you?' Isobel took a step 
back. She looked as though she'd been slapped in the face.
`No,' she said.


`Yes you are. It's obvious!'
`The
 train goes in a minute,' said Isobel, looking at her watch. 
`You'll miss it.'
`You're pregnant, and you 
didn't even tell me! Bloody hell, 
Isobel, you should have told me. I'm going to be an aunt!'
`No,' said Isobel tightly. `You're not.'
Milly stared at her uncomprehendingly. Then, with a 
sudden 
shock, she realized what Isobel was saying.
`No! 
You can't do that! You can't! Isobel, you're not serious?'
`I don't know. I don't know, OK?' Isobel's voice rose 
savagely. 
She took a couple of paces towards Milly, clenched her hands, then 
took a couple of paces back, like a caged animal.
`Isobel
 '
`You've got a train to catch,' said Isobel. 
`Go on.' She looked 
up at Milly with glittering eyes. `Go on!'
`I'll 
catch a later train,' said Milly.
`No! You 
haven't got time for that. Go on!'
Milly stared 
at her sister for a few silent seconds. She had never 
seen Isobel looking vulnerable before; it made her feel uneasy.
'OK,' she said. 'I'll go.'
`Good
 luck,' said Isobel.
`And we'll talk about . . . 
about it when I get back.'
`Maybe,' said Isobel. 
When Milly looked back from the ticket 
barrier to wave goodbye, she had already gone.
Isobel
 arrived back home to find Olivia waiting for her in the 
kitchen.
`Where's Milly?' she demanded.


`She's gone to London for the day,' said Isobel.
`To London? What on earth for?'
`To
 get a present for Simon,' said Isobel, reaching for the biscuit tin. 
Olivia stared at her.
`Are you serious? All the 
way to London? She can get a perfectly good present for him in Bath!'
`She just felt like going to London,' said Isobel, 
ripping open a 
packet of digestives. `Does it matter?'
`Yes,' 
said Olivia crossly. `Of course it matters! Do you know 
what day it is today?'
`Yes, I do,' said Isobel, 
biting into a biscuit with relish. `It's 
Thursday.'
`Exactly! Only two days to go! I've a 
thousand things to do, 
and Milly was supposed to be helping me. She's such a thoughtless 
girl.'
`Give her a break,' said Isobel. `She's 
got a lot on her mind.'
`So have I, darling! I've
 got to organize extra orders of service, and check all the place 
settings and to top it all, the marquee's just arrived. Who's going to 
come with me to see it?'
There was silence.
`Oh God,' said Isobel, stuffing another biscuit into 
her mouth. 
`All right.'
Simon and Harry were walking along 
Parham Place. It was a wide 
road, civilized and expensive and, at this time in the morning, 
busy as its residents left for their jobs in the professions and the 
law and the higher echelons of industry. A pretty brunette getting 
into her car smiled at Simon as they walked by; three doors down a group
 of builders sat on the doorstep and drank steaming cups of 
tea.


`Here we are,' said Harry as he stopped by a flight 
of stone 
steps leading to a glossy blue door. `Have you got the keys?'
Silently, Simon walked up the steps and put the key in 
the 
lock. He stepped into a spacious hall and opened another door, 
to the left.
`Go on then,' said Harry. `In you 
go.'
As he stepped inside, Simon immediately 
remembered why 
he and Milly had fallen in love with the flat. He was surrounded 
by space; by white walls and high, distant ceilings and acres of 
wooden floor. Nothing else they'd looked at had come close to 
this; nothing else had been so prohibitively expensive.
`Like it?' said Harry.
`It's 
great,' Simon said, wandering over to a mantelpiece and 
running his hand along it. `It's great,' he repeated. He didn't trust 
himself to say any more. The flat was more than great. It was 
beautiful, perfect. Milly would adore it. But as he stood, looking 
around, all he could feel was resentful misery.
`Nice
 high ceilings,' said Harry. He opened an empty, panelled 
cupboard, looked inside, and closed it again. As he wandered over 
to a window, his steps echoed on the bare floor. `Nice wooden 
shutters,' he said, tapping one appraisingly.
`The
 shutters are great,' said Simon. Everything was great. 
He couldn't locate a single fault.
`You'll have 
to get some decent furniture,' said Harry. He 
looked at Simon. `Need any help with that?'
`No,'
 said Simon, `thank you.'
`Well anyway, I hope 
you like it.' Harry gave a little shrug.


`It's a beautiful flat,' said Simon stiffly. `Milly 
will love it.'
`Good,' said Harry. `Where is she 
today?'
`In London. Some mysterious mission. I 
think she's buying me 
a present.'
`All these presents,' said Harry 
lightly. `You'll be getting quite 
spoilt.'
'I'll bring her round this evening to 
see it,' said Simon, `if 
that's OK?'
`Your flat. Do what you like.'
They wandered out of the main room into a light, wide 
corridor. The biggest bedroom overlooked the garden: long windows 
opened onto a tiny wrought-iron balcony.
`You 
don't need more than two bedrooms,' said Harry. There 
was a slight question mark in his voice. `Not thinking of having 
children straight away.'
`Oh no,' said Simon. 
`Plenty of time for that. Milly's only 
twenty-eight.'
`Still . . .' Harry turned a 
switch by the door and the bare bulb 
swinging from the ceiling suddenly came alive with light. `You'll 
need lampshades. Or whatever.'
`Yes,' said Simon.
 He looked at his father. `Why?' he said. `Do 
you think we should have children straight away?'
`No,'
 said Harry emphatically. `Definitely not.'
`Really?
 But you did.'
`I know. That was our mistake.'
Simon stiffened.
`I was a 
mistake, was I?' he said. `A product of human error?'
`You know that's not what I meant,' said Harry 
irritably. `Stop 
being so bloody touchy.'


`What do you expect? You're telling me I wasn't 
wanted.'
`Of course you were wanted!' Harry 
paused. `You just weren't 
wanted right then.'
`Well, I'm sorry for 
gatecrashing the party,' said Simon 
furiously, `but I didn't exactly have a choice about when I arrived, 
did I? It wasn't exactly up to me, was it?' Harry winced.
`Listen, Simon. All I meant was '
`I know what you meant!' said Simon, striding to the 
window. 
He stared out at the snowy garden, trying to keep his voice under 
control. `I was an inconvenience, wasn't I? I still am.'
`Simon '
`Well, look, Dad. I 
won't inconvenience you any more, OK?' 
Simon wheeled round, his face trembling. `Thanks very much, but 
you can keep your flat. Milly and I will make our own arrangements.' He 
tossed the keys onto the polished floor and walked 
quickly to the door.
`Simon!' said Harry angrily.
 `Don't be so fucking stupid!'
`I'm sorry I've 
been in your way all these years,' said Simon at 
the door. `But after Saturday, I'll be gone. You'll never have to 
see me again. Maybe that'll be a relief for both of us.'
And he slammed the door, leaving Harry alone, staring 
at the 
keys winking in the winter sunlight.
The Family 
Registry was large and light and softly carpeted in 
green. Rows and rows of indexes were stored on modern beechwood shelves,
 divided into births, marriages and deaths. The marriage section was by 
far the busiest. As Milly self-consciously edged 
her way towards the shelves, people milled around her, clanking in dexes
 in and out of the shelves, scribbling notes on pieces of paper, 
and talking to each other in low voices. On the wall was a notice 
headlined WE WILL HELP YOU TRACE YOUR FAMILY TREE. 
Two middle-aged ladies were poring over an index from the 1800s. 
`Charles Forsyth!' one was exclaiming. `But is that our Charles 
Forsyth?' Not one person looked anxious or guilty. For everybody 
else, thought Milly, this was a pleasurable morning's occupation.


Without daring to look anyone in the eye, she headed
 towards 
the more recent indexes, and pulled one down, scarcely daring 
to look inside. For a moment, she couldn't see it, and she was 
filled with ridiculous hope. But then, suddenly, it jumped up at 
her. HAVILL, MELISSA G KEPINSKI. OXFORD.
Milly's 
heart sank. In spite of herself she'd harboured a secret, 
tiny belief that her marriage to Allan might have slipped through 
the legal net. But there it was, typed in black and white, for anyone to
 look up. A few thoughtless minutes in a registry office in 
Oxford had led to this lasting piece of evidence: an indelible 
record which would never, ever disappear. She stared down at the 
page, unable to tear herself away, until the words began to dance 
in front of her eyes.
`You can get a certificate,
 you know.' A cheery voice startled 
her and she jumped up in fright, covering her name with her hand. 
A friendly young man wearing a name badge was standing opposite 
her. `We provide copies of marriage certificates. You can also have 
them framed. They make a very nice gift.'
`No 
thank you,' said Milly. The idea made her want to laugh 
hysterically. `No thanks.' She looked at her name one last time, 
then slammed the book shut, as though trying to squash the entry 
and kill it. `I was actually looking for the list of divorces.'


`Then you've come to the wrong place!' The young man
 
grinned at her, triumphant at her ignorance. `You want Somerset 
House.'
It was the biggest marquee Isobel had 
ever seen. It billowed magnificently in the wind, a huge white mushroom,
 dwarfing the 
cars and vans parked next to it.
`Bloody hell!' 
she said. `How much is this costing?' Olivia 
winced.
`Quiet, darling!' she said. `Someone 
might hear.'
`I'm sure they all know how much it 
costs,' said Isobel, staring at the stream of young men and women coming
 in and out of 
the marquee. They looked busy and purposeful; many were carrying crates 
or lengths of flex or pieces of wooden boarding.
`Over
 there we'll have a tube linking the marquee to the back 
of Pinnacle Hall,' said Olivia, gesturing. `And cloakrooms.'
`Bloody hell,' said Isobel again. `It looks like a 
circus.'
`Well, you know, we did think of having 
an elephant,' said 
Olivia. Isobel goggled at her.
`An elephant?'
`To take the happy couple away.'
`They wouldn't get very far on an elephant,' said 
Isobel, beginning to laugh.
`But they're having a
 helicopter instead,' said Olivia. `Don't 
tell Milly. It's a surprise.'
`Wow,' said Isobel.
 `A helicopter.'
`Have you ever been in a 
helicopter?' asked Olivia.
`Yes,' said Isobel. `A
 few times. It's quite nerve-racking, actually.'


`I haven't,' said Olivia. `Not once.' She gave a 
small sigh, and 
Isobel giggled.
`Do you want to take Milly's 
place? I'm sure Simon wouldn't 
mind.'
`Don't be silly,' snapped Olivia. `Come 
on, let's look inside.'
The two of them picked 
their way over the snowy ground towards the marquee and lifted a flap.
`Blimey,' said Isobel slowly. `It looks even more 
enormous 
on the inside.' They both gazed around the massive space. People were 
everywhere, carrying chairs, setting up heaters, fixing 
lights.
`It's not so big,' said Olivia 
uncertainly. `Once the chairs and 
tables are all in, it'll be quite cosy.' She paused. `Perhaps not 
cosy, exactly ...'
`Well, I take my hat off to 
Harry!' said Isobel. `This is something else.'
`We've
 contributed too!' exclaimed Olivia crossly. `More than 
you might realize. And anyway, Harry can afford it.'
`I don't doubt that.'
`He's very
 fond of Milly, you know.'
`I know,' said Isobel.
 `Gosh ...' She looked around the marquee and bit her lip.
`What?' said Olivia suspiciously.
`Oh, I don't know,' said Isobel. `All this preparation,
 all this 
money. All for one day.'
`What's wrong with 
that?'
`Nothing. I'm sure it'll all go 
swimmingly.'
Olivia stared at her.
`Isobel, what's wrong with you? You're not jealous of 
Milly, 
are you?'


`Probably,' said Isobel lightly.
`You could get married, you know! But you've chosen not
 to.'
`I've never been asked,' said Isobel.
`That's not the point!'
`I 
think it is,' said Isobel, `very much the point.' And to her 
horror she suddenly felt tears pricking her eyes. What the hell 
was she crying for? She turned away before her mother could say 
anything else, and stalked off, towards the far end of the marquee. 
Olivia hurried obliviously after her.
`This is 
where the food will be,' she called excitedly. `And 
that's where the swans will be.'
`The swans?' 
said Isobel, turning round.
`We're going to have 
swans made out of ice,' said Olivia. 
`And each one will be filled with oysters.'
`No!'
 Isobel's laugh pealed around the marquee. `Whose idea 
was that?'
`Harry's,' said Olivia defensively. 
`What's wrong with it?'
`Nothing. It's just the 
tackiest thing I've ever heard of.'
`That's what I
 said,' said Olivia eagerly. `But Harry said he 
thought weddings were such tacky affairs anyway, there was no 
point trying to be tasteful. So we decided to go for broke!'
`He will be broke,' said Isobel, `by the time he's 
finished feeding all his guests oysters.'
`No he 
won't!' snapped Olivia. `Stop saying things like that, 
Isobel.'
`All right,' said Isobel in mollifying 
tones. `Truthfully, I think 
it's going to be a lovely wedding.' She looked around the vast tent 
and, for the hundredth time that day, wondered how Milly was getting on.
 `Milly will have the time of her life.'
`She 
doesn't deserve the time of her life,' said Olivia crossly. `Rushing off
 to London like this. There are only two days to go, 
you know! Two days!'


`I know,' said Isobel. She bit her lip. `I know. And
 believe me, 
so does Milly.'
By the time Milly reached the 
Strand, a winter sun had begun to 
shine and she could feel an optimistic excitement rising through 
her. Within minutes she would know, one way or the other. And 
suddenly she felt sure she knew which way the answer would be. 
The burden which had been pressing down on her for the last ten 
years would be lifted. At last she would be free.
She
 sauntered along, feeling her hair lifted slightly by the 
breeze, enjoying the sun on her face.
`Excuse 
me,' said a girl suddenly, tapping her shoulder. Milly 
looked round. `We're looking for hair models. I work for a salon in 
Covent Garden.' She smiled at Milly. `Would you be interested?'
A sparkle of delight ran through Milly.
`I'm sorry,' she said regretfully, `but I'm a bit 
busy.' She paused, 
and a faint smile came to her lips. `I'm getting married on Saturday.'
`Are you?' exclaimed the girl. `Are you really? 
Congratulations! You'll make a lovely bride.'
`Thanks,'
 said Milly, blushing. `Sorry I can't stop. But I've just 
got some things to tidy up.'
`No, no,' said the 
girl, rolling her eyes sympathetically. `I know 
what it's like! All those tiny things that you always leave till last!'
`Exactly,' said Milly, walking away. `Just a few 
last-minute 
details.'
As she entered Somerset House and found
 the department she 
needed, her spirits were lifted further. The man in charge of divorce 
decrees was round and cheerful, with twinkling eyes and 
a quick computer.


`You're in luck,' he said, as he tapped in her 
details. `All records since 1981 are on computer file. Before that, and 
we have to 
search by hand.' He winked at her. `But you would have been just 
a baby then! Now, just bear with me, my dear ...'
Milly
 beamed back at him. Already she was planning what she 
would do when she'd received confirmation of her divorce. She 
would take a taxi to Harvey Nichols and go straight up to the fifth 
floor, and buy herself a buck's fizz. And then she would call Isobel. 
And then she would
Her thoughts were interrupted 
as the computer pinged. The 
man peered at the screen, then looked up.
`No,' 
he said in surprise. `Not found.'
A stone dropped
 through Milly's stomach.
`What?' she said. Her 
lips felt suddenly dry. `What do you 
mean?'
`There's no decree absolute listed,' said 
the man, tapping again. 
The computer pinged again and he frowned. `Not in that period, 
for those names.'
`But there has to be,' said 
Milly. `There has to be.'
`I've tried twice,' 
said the man. He looked up. `Are you sure 
the spellings are correct?'
Milly swallowed.
`Quite sure.'
`And you're sure 
the petitioner applied for a decree absolute?' 
Milly looked at him numbly. She didn't know what he was talking about.
`No,' she said. `I'm not sure.' The man nodded back at
 her, 
cheerful as a puppet.


`Six weeks after the decree nisi is issued, the 
petitioner has to 
apply for a decree absolute.'
`Yes,' said Milly, 
`I see.'
`You were issued with a decree nisi, 
weren't you, dear?'
Milly looked up blankly and 
met the man's eyes, regarding her 
with a sudden curiosity. A quick stab of fear hit her in the chest.
`Yes,' she said quickly, before he could ask anything 
else. `Of 
course I was. It was all in order. I'll . . . I'll go back and check up 
on what happened.'
`If you require any legal 
advice '
`No thank you,' said Milly, backing 
away. `You've been very 
kind. Thank you so much.'
As she turned to grasp 
the door handle, a voice hit the back of 
her head.
`Mrs Kepinski?'
She
 wheeled round with a white face.
`Or is it Ms 
Havill now?' said the man, smiling. He came round 
the counter. `Here's a leaflet explaining the whole procedure.'
`Thank you,' said Milly desperately. `That's lovely.'
She shot him an over-bright smile as she pocketed the 
leaflet 
and walked out of the room, feeling sick and panicky. She'd been 
right all along. Allan was a selfish, unscrupulous bastard. And he'd 
left her well and truly in the lurch.
She reached
 the street and began to walk blindly, aware of nothing but the seeds of
 panic already sprouting rapaciously inside her 
mind. She was only back where she'd been before but somehow 
her position now seemed infinitely worse; infinitely more precarious. An
 image came to her of Alexander's malicious, gleaming smile, like the 
grin of a vulture. And Simon, waiting unsuspectingly in Bath. The very 
thought of the two of them in the same 
city made her feel sick. What was she to do? What could she do?


A pub sign caught her eye and without considering 
further, 
she slipped inside. She headed straight for the bar and ordered a 
gin and tonic. When that was gone, she ordered another, and then 
another. Gradually, as the alcohol dulled her nerves, the adrenalin 
pounding round her body began to slow, and her legs stopped 
shaking. Standing in this warm, beery atmosphere, downing gin, 
she was anonymous; the real world was far away. She could put 
everything from her mind except the sharp taste of the gin and the 
feeling of the alcohol as it hit her stomach, and the saltiness of 
the nuts which were provided on the bar in little metal bowls.
For half an hour she stood mindlessly, allowing the 
crush of 
people to ebb and flow around her. Girls gave her curious looks; 
men tried to catch her eye: she ignored them all. Then after a 
while, as she began to feel both hungry and slightly sick, she found 
herself putting down her glass, picking up her bag and walking out 
of the pub, onto the street. She stood, swaying slightly, and wondered 
where to go next. It was lunchtime, and the pavement was 
crammed with people hurrying briskly along, hailing taxis, crowding into
 shops and pubs and sandwich bars. Church bells began to 
peal in the distance, and as she heard the sound, she felt tears 
starting to her eyes. What was she going to do? She could barely bring 
herself to think about it.
She gazed at the 
blurry crowds of people, wishing with all her 
heart to be one of them, and not herself. She would have liked to 
be that cheerful-looking girl eating a croissant, or that calm-looking 
lady getting onto a bus, or . . .


Suddenly Milly froze. She blinked a few times, wiped
 the tears 
from her eyes, and looked again. But the face she'd glimpsed was 
already gone, swallowed up by the surging crowds. Filled with 
panic, she hurried forward, peering all around her. For a few 
moments she could see nothing but strangers: girls in brightly 
coloured coats, men in dark suits, lawyers still in their courtroom 
wigs. They thronged past her, and she thrust her way impatiently through
 them, telling herself feverishly she must have 
been mistaken; she must have seen someone else. But then her 
heart stopped. There he was again, walking along the other side 
of the street, talking to another man. He looked older than she 
remembered, and fatter. But it was definitely him. It was Rupert.
A surge of white-hot hatred rose through Milly as she 
stared 
at him. How dared he saunter along the streets of London, so 
happy and at ease with himself? How dared he be so oblivious of 
all that she was going through? Her life was in disarray because of 
him. Because of him and Allan. And he wasn't even aware of it.
With a pounding heart, she began to run towards him, 
ignoring 
the beeps of angry taxis as she crossed the road; ignoring the curious 
looks of passers-by. Within a couple of minutes she'd caught 
up with the two men. She strode along behind him, gazed for a moment of 
loathing at Rupert's golden head, then poked his back 
hard.
`Rupert,' she said. `Rupert!' He turned 
round and looked at 
her with friendly eyes devoid of recognition.
`I'm
 sorry,' he said. `Do I ...'
`It's me,' said 
Milly, summoning up the coldest, bitterest voice 
she possessed. `It's Milly. From Oxford.'
`What?'
 Rupert's face drained of colour. He took a step back.


`Yes, that's right,' said Milly. `It's me. I don't 
suppose you 
thought you'd ever see me again, did you, Rupert? You thought I'd 
vanished out of your life for good.'
`Don't be 
silly!' said Rupert in jocular tones. He glanced uneasily at his friend.
 `How are things going, anyway?'
`Things,' said 
Milly, `could not be going more badly, thanks 
for asking. Oh, and thanks for calling back last night. I really 
appreciated it.'
`I didn't have time,' said 
Rupert. His blue eyes flashed a quick 
look of hatred at her and Milly glared back. `And now, I'm afraid 
I'm a bit busy.' He looked at his friend. `Shall we go, Tom?'
`Don't you dare!' exclaimed Milly furiously. `You're 
not going anywhere! You're going to listen to me!'
`I haven't got time '
`Well 
then, make time!' shouted Milly. `My life is in ruins, 
and it's all your fault. You and bloody Allan Kepinski. Jesus! Do 
you realize what the pair of you did to me? Do you realize the 
trouble I'm in, because of you?'
`Rupert,' said 
Tom. `Maybe you and Milly should have a little 
talk?'
`I don't know what she's going on about,' 
said Rupert angrily. 
`She's mad.'
`Even more reason,' said Tom quietly
 to Rupert. `Here is a 
truly distressed soul. And perhaps you can help.' He smiled at 
Milly. `Are you an old friend of Rupert's?'
`Yes,'
 said Milly curtly. `We knew each other at Oxford. Didn't 
we, Rupert?'
`Well, look,' said Tom. `Why don't I
 do your reading, Rupert? 
And you can catch up with Milly.' He smiled at her. `Maybe next 
time, you could come along, too.'


`Yes,' said Milly, not having a clue what he was 
talking about. 
`Why not.'
`Good to meet you, Milly,' said Tom, 
grasping Milly's hand. 
`Perhaps we'll see you at St Catherine's.'
`Yes,'
 said Milly, `I expect so.'
`Excellent! I'll give
 you a call, Rupert,' said Tom, and he was 
off, across the road.
Milly and Rupert looked at 
each other.
`You bitch,' hissed Rupert. `Are you 
trying to ruin my life?'
`Ruin your life?' 
exclaimed Milly in disbelief. `Ruin your life? 
Do you realize what you did to me? You used me!'
`It
 was your choice,' said Rupert brusquely, starting to walk 
away. `If you didn't want to do it, you should have said no.'
`I was eighteen years old!' shrieked Milly. `I didn't 
know anything about anything! I didn't know that one day I'd want to 
marry 
someone else, someone I really loved ...'
`So 
what?' said Rupert tersely, turning back. `You got a divorce, didn't 
you?'
`No!' sobbed Milly, `I didn't! And I don't 
know where Allan 
is! And my wedding's on Saturday!'
`Well, what am
 I supposed to do about it?'
`I need to find 
Allan! Where is he?'
`I don't know,' said Rupert,
 beginning to walk off again. `I 
can't help you. Now, leave me alone.' Milly gazed at him, anger 
rising through her like hot lava.
`You can't just
 walk away!' she shrieked. `You've got to help 
me!' She began to run after him; he quickened his pace. `You've got 
to help me, Rupert!' With a huge effort, she grabbed his jacket and 
managed to force him to a standstill.
`Get off 
me!' hissed Rupert.


`Listen,' said Milly fiercely, gazing up into his 
blue eyes. `I did 
you and Allan a favour. I did you a huge, huge, enormous favour. 
And now it's time for you to do me a tiny little one. You owe it to 
me. 
She stared hard at him, watching as thoughts
 ran through his 
head; watching as his expression gradually changed. Eventually he 
sighed, and rubbed his forehead.
'OK,' he said. 
`Come with me. We'd better talk.'


 


CHAPTER EIGHT
an old pub
 on Fleet Street, full of winding stairs 
and dark wood and little, hidden nooks. Rupert bought a bottle of 
wine and two plates of bread and cheese and set them down on a 
tiny table in an alcove. He sat down heavily, took a deep slug of 
wine and leaned back. Milly looked at him. Her anger had subsided a 
little; she was able to study him calmly. And something, 
she thought, was wrong. He was still handsome, still striking 
but his face was pinker and more fleshy than it had been at Oxford, and 
his hand shook when he put down his glass. Ten years 
ago, she thought, he had been a golden, glowing youth. Now he 
looked like a middle-aged man. And when his eyes met hers they 
held a residual, permanent unhappiness.
`I can't 
be long,' he said. `I'm very busy. So-what exactly do 
you want me to do?'


`You look terrible, Rupert,' said Milly frankly. 
`Are you happy?'
`I'm very happy. Thank you.' He 
took another deep slug of 
wine, practically draining the glass, and Milly raised her eyebrows.
`Are you sure?'
`Milly, we're 
here to talk about you,' said Rupert impatiently. 
`Not me. What precisely is your problem?'
Milly 
looked at him for a silent moment, then sat back.
`My
 problem,' she said lightly, as though carefully considering 
the matter. `What's my problem? My problem is that on Saturday 
I'm getting married to a man I love very much. My mother has organized 
the hugest wedding in the world. It's going to be beautiful and romantic
 and perfect in every single detail.' She looked up 
with bright eyes like daggers. `Oh, except one. I'm still married to 
your friend Allan Kepinski.'
Rupert winced.
`I don't understand,' he said. `Why aren't you 
divorced?'
`Ask Allan! He was supposed to be 
organizing it.'
`And he didn't?'
`He started to,' said Milly. `I got some papers through
 the 
post. And I signed the slip and sent them back. But I never heard 
anything more.'
`And you never looked into it?'
`No one knew,' said Milly. `No one ever asked any 
questions. 
It didn't seem to matter.'
`The fact that you 
were married didn't seem to matter?' said 
Rupert incredulously. Milly looked up and caught his expression.
`Don't start blaming me for this!' she said. `This 
isn't my fault!'


`You leave it until a couple of days before your 
wedding to 
chase up your divorce and you say it's not your fault?'
`I didn't think I needed to chase it up,' said Milly 
furiously. `I 
was fine. No one knew! No one suspected anything!'
`So what happened?' said Rupert. Milly picked up her 
wine 
glass and cradled it in both hands.
`Now someone 
knows,' she said. `Someone saw us in Oxford. 
And he's threatening to say something.'
`I see.'
`Don't you dare look at me like that,' said Milly 
sharply. 'OK, 
I know I should have done something about it. But so should Allan. He 
said he would sort it all out and I trusted him! I trusted 
you both. I thought you were my friends.'
`We 
were,' said Rupert after a pause.
`Bullshit!' 
cried Milly. Her cheeks began to pinken. `You were 
just a couple of users. You just used me for what you wanted and 
then as soon as I was gone, you forgot about me. You never wrote, 
you never called . . .' She crashed her glass down on the table. 
`Did you get all those letters I wrote to you?'
`Yes,'
 said Rupert, running a hand through his hair. `I'm sorry. 
I should have replied. But . . . it was a difficult time.'
`At least Allan wrote. But you couldn't even be 
bothered to 
do that. And I still believed in you.' She shook her head. `God, I 
was a little fool.'
`We were all fools,' said 
Rupert. `Look, Milly, for what it's 
worth, I'm sorry. I honestly wish none of it had ever happened. 
None of it!'
Milly stared at him. His eyes were 
darting miserably about; 
fronds of golden hair were quivering above his brow.


`Rupert, what's going on?' she demanded. `How come 
you're 
married?'
`I'm married,' said Rupert, giving a 
stiff little shrug. `That's 
all there is to it.'
`But you were gay. You were 
in love with Allan.'
`No I wasn't. I was 
misguided. I was ... it was a mistake.'
`But you 
two were perfect for one another!'
`We weren't!' 
snapped Rupert. `It was all wrong. Can't you 
accept my word on it?'
`Well, of course I can,' 
said Milly. `But you just seemed so 
right together.' She hesitated. `When did you realize?'
`Realize what?'
`That you were 
straight?'
`Milly, I don't want to talk about 
it,' said Rupert. `All right?' He 
reached for his glass with a trembling hand and took a gulp of wine.
Milly gave a little shrug and leaned back in her 
chair. Idly she 
allowed her eyes to roam around the alcove. To her left, on 
the rough plaster wall, was a game of noughts and crosses which 
someone had begun in pencil and then abandoned. A game already destined,
 she could see, to end in stalemate.
`You've 
changed a lot since Oxford, you know,' said Rupert 
abruptly. `You've grown up. I wouldn't have recognized you.'
`I'm ten years older,' said Milly.
`It's not just that. It's . . . I don't know.' He 
gestured vaguely. 
`Your hair. Your clothes. I wouldn't have expected you to turn out 
like this.'
`Like what?' said Milly defensively. 
`What's wrong with me?'
`Nothing!' said Rupert. 
`You just look more . . . groomed than 
I would have thought you'd be. More polished.'


`Well, this is what I am now, all right?' said 
Milly. She gave 
him a hard look. `We're all allowed to change, Rupert.'
`I know,' said Rupert, flushing. `And you look . . . 
great.' He 
leaned forward. `Tell me about the guy you're marrying.'
`He's called Simon Pinnacle,' said Milly, and watched 
as Rupert's expression changed.
`No relation to '
`His son,' said Milly. Rupert stared at her.
`Seriously? Harry Pinnacle's son?'
`Seriously.' She gave a half-smile. `I told you. This 
is the wedding of the century.'
`And nobody has 
any idea.'
`Nobody.'
Rupert
 stared at Milly for a moment, then sighed. He pulled 
out a little black leather-bound notebook and a pen.
'OK. Tell me exactly how far your divorce got.'
`I don't know,' said Milly. `I told you. I got some 
papers through 
the post and I signed something and sent it back.'
`And what precisely were these papers?'
`How should I know?' said Milly exasperatedly. `Would 
you 
be able to tell one legal document from another?'
`I'm
 a lawyer,' said Rupert. `But I get your point.' He put away 
his notebook and looked up. `You need to speak to Allan.'
`I know that!' said Milly. `But I don't know where he 
is. Do 
you?'
A look of pain flashed briefly across 
Rupert's face.
`No,' he said shortly. `I don't.'
`But you can find out?'
Rupert 
was silent. Milly stared at him in disbelief.


`Rupert, you have to help me! You're my only link 
with him. 
Where did he go after Oxford?'
`Manchester,' said
 Rupert.
`Why did he leave Oxford? Didn't they 
want him any more?'
`Of course they wanted him,' 
said Rupert. He took a gulp of 
wine. `Of course they wanted him.'
`Then why-'
`Because we split up,' said Rupert, his voice suddenly
 ragged. 
`He left because we split up.'
`Oh,' said Milly, 
taken aback. `I'm sorry.' She ran a finger lightly 
around the rim of her glass. `Was that when you realized that you 
didn't ... that you were . . .' She halted.
`Yes,'
 said Rupert, staring into his glass.
`And when 
was that?'
`At the end of that summer,' said 
Rupert in a low voice. 'September.' Milly stared at him in disbelief. 
Her heart began to 
thump.
`The summer I met you?' she said. `The 
summer we got married?'
`Yes.'
`Two months after I married Allan, you split up?'
`Yes.' Rupert looked up. `But I'd rather not-'
`You're telling me you were only together for two 
months?' 
cried Milly in anguish. `I wrecked my life to keep you together for 
two months?' Her voice rose to a screech. `Two months?'
`Yes!'
`Then fuck you!' With a 
sudden surge of fury, Milly threw her 
wine at Rupert. It hit him straight in the face, staining his skin like 
blood. `Fuck you,' she said again, trembling, watching the dark red 
liquid drip down his gasping face onto his smart lawyer's shirt. `I 
broke the law for you! Now I'm stuck with a first husband I don't 
want! And all so you could change your mind after two months.'


For a long while, neither of them spoke. Rupert sat 
motionless, staring at Milly through a wet mask of red.
`You're right,' he said finally. He sounded broken. 
`I've fucked 
it all up. I've fucked up your life, I've fucked up my life. And 
Allan . ..'
Milly cleared her throat 
uncomfortably.
`Did he ...'
`He loved me,' said Rupert, as though to himself. 
`That's what 
I didn't get. He loved me.'
`Look, Rupert, I'm 
sorry,' said Milly awkwardly. `About the 
wine. And everything.'
`Don't apologize,' said 
Rupert fiercely. `Don't apologize.' He 
looked up. `Milly, I'll find Allan for you. And I'll clear up your 
divorce. But I can't do it in time for Saturday. It isn't physically 
possible.'
`I know.'
`What
 will you do?'
There was a long silence.
`I don't know,' said Milly eventually. She closed her 
eyes and 
massaged her brow. `I can't cancel the wedding now,' she said 
slowly. `I just can't do that to my mother. To everyone.'
`So you'll just go ahead?' said Rupert incredulously. 
Milly 
gave a tiny shrug. But what about whoever it is who's threatening to say
 something?'
'I'll . . . I'll keep him quiet,' 
said Milly. `Somehow.'
`You do realize,' said 
Rupert, lowering his voice, `that what 
you're proposing is bigamy. You would be breaking the law.'
`Thanks for the warning,' said Milly sarcastically. 
`But I've been there before, remember?' She looked at him silently for a
 moment. `What do you think? Would I get away with it?'


`I expect so,' said Rupert. `Are you serious?'
`I don't know,' said Milly. `I really don't know.'
A while later, when the wine was finished, Rupert went
 and collected two cups of noxious black coffee from the bar. As he 
returned, Milly looked up at him. His face was clean but his shirt 
and jacket were still spattered with red wine.
`You
 won't be able to go back to work this afternoon,' she 
said.
`I know,' said Rupert. `It doesn't matter. 
Nothing's happening.' He handed Milly a cup of coffee and sat down. 
There was silence for a while.
`Rupert?' said 
Milly.
`Yes?'
`Does your 
wife know? About you and Allan?'
Rupert looked at
 her with bloodshot eyes. `What do you 
think?'
`But why?' said Milly. `Are you afraid 
she wouldn't understand?' Rupert gave a short little laugh.
`That's underestimating it.'
`But
 why not? If she loves you ...'
`Would you 
understand?' Rupert glared at her. `If your Simon 
turned round and told you he'd once had an affair with another 
man?'
`Yes,' said Milly uncertainly. `I think I 
would. As long as we 
talked about it properly ...'
`You wouldn't,' 
said Rupert scathingly. `I can tell you that now. You wouldn't even 
begin to understand. And neither would 
Francesca.'


`You're not giving her a chance! Come on, Rupert, 
she's your 
wife! Be honest with her.'
`Be honest? You're 
telling me to be honest?'
`That's my whole 
point!' said Milly, leaning forward earnestly. 
`I should have been honest with Simon from the start. I should 
have told him everything. We could have cleared up the divorce 
together; everything would be fine. But as it is . . .' She spread 
her hands helplessly on the table. `As it is, I'm in a mess.' She 
paused and took a sip of coffee. `What I'm saying is, if I had the 
chance to go back and tell Simon the truth, I would grab it. And 
you've got that chance, Rupert! You've got the chance to be honest with 
Francesca before . . . before it all starts going wrong.'
`It's different,' said Rupert stiffly.
`No it isn't. It's just another secret. All secrets 
come out in 
the end. If you don't tell her, she'll find out some other way.'
`She won't.'
`She might!' 
Milly's voice rose in conviction. `She might easily! And do you want to 
risk that? Just tell her, Rupert! Tell her.'
`Tell
 me what?'
A girl's voice hit Milly's ears like a
 whiplash, and her head 
jerked round in shock. Standing at the entrance to the alcove was 
a pretty girl, with pale red hair and conventionally smart clothes. 
Next to her was Rupert's friend Tom.
`Tell me 
what?' the girl repeated in high, sharp tones, glancing 
from Rupert to Milly and back again. `Rupert, what's happened 
to you?'
`Francesca,' said Rupert shakily. `Don't
 worry, it's just wine.'
`Hi, Rupe!' said Tom 
easily. `We thought we'd find you here.'


`So this is Milly,' said the girl. She looked at 
Rupert with gimlet eyes. `Tom told me you'd met up with your old friend.
 Milly 
from Oxford.' She gave a strange little laugh. `The funny thing is, 
Rupert, you told me you didn't want to talk to Milly from Oxford. You 
told me to ignore all her messages. You told me she was 
a nut.'
`A nut?' cried Milly indignantly.
`I didn't want to talk to her!' said Rupert. `I don't.'
 He looked 
at Milly, blue eyes full of dismay.
`Look,' she 
said hurriedly. `Maybe I'd better go.' She stood up 
and picked up her bag. `Nice to meet you,' she said to Francesca. 
`Honestly, I am just an old friend.'
`Is that 
right?' said Francesca. Her pale eyes bored into Rupert's. `So what is 
it that you've got to tell me?'
`Bye, Rupert,' 
said Milly hastily. `Bye, Francesca.'
`What have 
you got to tell me, Rupert? What is it? And you-' 
She turned to Milly. `You stay here!'
`I've got a
 train to catch,' said Milly. `Honestly, I've got to go. 
So sorry!'
Avoiding Rupert's eyes, she quickly 
made her way across the 
bar and bounded up the wooden steps to the street. As she stepped 
into the fresh air she realized that she'd left her cigarette lighter 
on the table. It seemed a small price to pay for her escape.
Isobel was sitting in the kitchen at 1 Bertram Street, 
stitching blue 
ribbon onto a lace garter. Olivia sat opposite her, folding bright 
pink silk into an elaborate bow. Every so often she looked up at Isobel 
with a dissatisfied expression, then looked down again. Eventually she 
put down the bow and stood up to fill the kettle.


`How's Paul?' she said brightly.
`Who?' said Isobel.
`Paul! Paul 
the doctor. Do you still see much of him?'
`Oh, 
him,' said Isobel. She screwed up her face. `No, I haven't 
seen him for months. I only went out with him a few times.'
`What a shame,' said Olivia. `He was so charming. And 
very 
good-looking, I thought.'
`He was OK,' said 
Isobel. `It just didn't work out.'
`Oh, darling. 
I'm so sorry.'
`I'm not,' said Isobel. `It was me
 who finished it.'
`But why?' Olivia's voice rose
 in irritation. `What was wrong 
with him?'
`If you must know,' said Isobel, `he 
turned out to be a bit weird.'
`Weird?' said 
Olivia suspiciously. `What kind of weird?'
`Just 
weird,' said Isobel.
`Wacky?'
`No!' said Isobel. `Not wacky. Weird! Honestly, Mummy, 
you 
don't want to know.'
`Well, I thought he was very
 nice,' said Olivia, pouring boiling water into the teapot. `A very nice
 young man.'
Isobel said nothing, but her needle 
jerked savagely in and out 
of the fabric.
`I saw Brenda White the other 
day,' said Olivia, as though 
changing the subject. `Her daughter's getting married in June.'
`Really?' Isobel looked up. `Is she still working for 
Shell?'
`I've no idea,' said Olivia testily. Then
 she smiled at Isobel. 
`What I was going to say was, she met her husband at an evening 
function organized for young professionals. In some smart London 
restaurant. They're very popular these days. Apparently the 
place was packed full of interesting men.'


`I'm sure.'
`Brenda said she 
could get the number if you're interested.'
`No 
thanks.'
`Darling, you're not giving yourself a 
chance!'
`No!' snapped Isobel. She put down her 
needle and looked 
up. `You're not giving me a chance! You're treating me as though 
I don't have any function in life except to find a husband. What 
about my work? What about my friends?'
`What 
about babies?' said Olivia sharply.
Colour 
flooded Isobel's face.
`Maybe I'll just have a 
baby without a husband,' she said after 
a pause. `People do, you know.'
`Oh, now you're 
just being silly,' said Olivia crossly. `A child 
needs a proper family.' She brought the teapot over to the table, 
sat down, and opened her red book. `Right. What else needs doing?'
Isobel stared at the teapot without moving. It was 
large and 
decorated with painted ducks; they'd used it at family teas ever 
since she could remember. Ever since she and Milly had sat side 
by side in matching smocks, eating Marmite sandwiches. A child 
needs a proper family. What the hell was a proper family?
`Do you know?' said Olivia, looking up in surprise. `I 
think I've 
done everything for today. I've ticked everything off my list.'
`Good,' said Isobel. `You can have an evening off.'
`Maybe I should just check with Harry's assistant ...'
`Don't check anything,' said Isobel firmly. `You've 
checked 
everything a million times. Just have a nice cup of tea and relax.'
Olivia poured out the tea, took a sip and sighed.
`My goodness!' she said, leaning back in her chair. `I
 have to say, there have been times when I thought we would never get 
this wedding organized in time.'


`Well, now it is organized,' said Isobel. `So you 
should spend 
the evening doing something fun. Not hymn sheets. Not shoe trimmings. 
Fun!' She met Olivia's eyes sternly and, as the phone rang, 
they both began to giggle.
`I'll get that,' said 
Olivia.
`If it's Milly,' said Isobel quickly, 
'I'll speak to her.'
`Hello, 1 Bertram Street,' 
said Olivia. She pulled a face at Isobel. `Hello, Canon Lytton! How are 
you? Yes . . . Yes . . . No!'
Her voice suddenly 
changed, and Isobel looked up.
`No, I don't. I've
 no idea what you're talking about. Yes, perhaps you'd better. We'll see
 you then.'
Olivia put the phone down and looked 
perplexedly at Isobel.
`That was Canon Lytton,' 
she said.
`What did he want?'
`He's coming to see us.' Olivia sat down. `I don't 
understand it.'
`Why?' said Isobel. `Is something
 wrong?'
`Well, I don't know! He said he'd 
received some information, 
and he'd like to discuss it with us.'
`Information,'
 said Isobel. Her heart started to thump. `What 
information?'
`I don't know,' said Olivia. She 
raised puzzled blue eyes to meet 
Isobel's. `Something to do with Milly. He wouldn't say what.'


 


CHAPTER NINE
sat silently in their drawing room, 
looking at each other. On Tom's suggestion, they had both phoned 
their offices to take the rest of the afternoon off. Neither had 
spoken in the taxi back to Fulham. Francesca had shot Rupert the 
occasional hurt, bewildered glance; he had sat, staring at his hands, 
wondering what he was going to say. Wondering whether to concoct a story
 or to tell her the truth about himself.
How 
would she react if he did? Would she be angry? Distraught? 
Revolted? Perhaps she would say she'd always known there was 
something different about him. Perhaps she would try to understand. But 
how could she understand what he didn't understand 
himself?
`Right,' said Francesca. `Well, here we 
are.' She gazed at him 
expectantly and Rupert looked away. From outside he could hear birds 
singing, cars starting, the wailing of a toddler as it was thrust 
into its pushchair by its nanny. Mid-afternoon sounds that he 
wasn't used to hearing. He felt self-conscious, sitting at home in 
the winter daylight; self-conscious, facing his wife's taut, anxious 
gaze.


`I think,' said Francesca suddenly, `we should 
pray.'
`What?' Rupert looked up, astounded.
`Before we talk.' Francesca gazed earnestly at him. 
`If we said 
a prayer together it might help us.'
`I don't 
think it would help me,' said Rupert. He looked at 
the drinks cabinet, then looked away again.
`Rupert,
 what's wrong?' cried Francesca. `Why are you so 
strange? Are you in love with Milly?'
`No!' 
exclaimed Rupert.
`But you had an affair with her
 when you were at Oxford.'
`No,' said Rupert.
`No?' Francesca stared at him. `You never went out 
with her?'
`No.' He would have laughed if he 
hadn't felt so nervous. `I 
never went out with Milly. Not in that sense.'
`Not
 in that sense,' she repeated. `What does that mean?'
`Francesca, you're on the wrong track completely.' He 
tried a 
smile. `Look, can't we just forget all this? Milly is an old friend. 
Full stop.'
`I wish I could believe you,' said 
Francesca. `But it's obvious that 
something's going on.'
`Nothing's going on.'
`Then what was she talking about?' Francesca's voice 
rose in 
sudden passion. `Rupert, I'm your wife! Your loyalty is to me. If 
you have a secret, then I deserve to know it.'
Rupert
 stared at his wife. Her pale eyes were shining slightly; her hands were
 clasped tightly in her lap. Round her wrist was 
the expensive watch he'd bought her for her birthday. They'd 
chosen it together at Selfridges, then gone to see An Inspector Calls. 
It had been a happy day of safe, unambitious treats.


`I don't want to lose you,' he found himself saying.
 `I love you. 
I love our marriage. I'll love our children, when we have them.' 
Francesca stared at him with anxious eyes.
`But?'
 she said. `What's the but?'
Rupert gazed back at
 her silently. He didn't know how to reply, where to start.
`Are you in trouble?' said Francesca suddenly. `Are you
 hiding 
something from me?' Her voice rose in alarm. `Rupert?'
`No!' said Rupert. `I'm not in trouble. I'm just ...'
`What?' said Francesca impatiently. `What are you?'
`Good question,' said Rupert. Tension was building up 
inside 
him like a coiled spring; he could feel a frown furrowing his forehead.
`What?' said Francesca. `What do you mean?'
Rupert dug his nails into his palms and took a deep 
breath. 
There seemed no way but forward.
`When I was at 
Oxford,' he said, and stopped. `There was a 
man. 
`A man?'
Rupert 
looked up and met Francesca's eyes. They were blank, 
unsuspecting, waiting for him to go on. She had no idea what he 
was leading up to.
`I had a relationship with 
him,' he said, still gazing at her. `A 
close relationship.'
He paused, and waited, 
willing her brain to process what he had said and make a deduction. For 
what seemed like hours, her 
eyes remained empty.


And then suddenly it happened. Her eyes snapped open
 and 
shut like a cat's. She had understood. She had understood what he 
was saying. Rupert gazed at her fearfully, trying to gauge her reaction.
`I don't understand,' she said at last, her voice 
suddenly truculent with alarm. `Rupert, you're not making any sense! 
This is 
just a waste of time!'
She got up from the sofa 
and began to brush imaginary crumbs 
off her lap, avoiding his eye.
`Darling, I was 
wrong to doubt you,' she said. `I'm sorry. I 
shouldn't mistrust you. Of course you have the right to see anybody you 
like. Shall we just forget this ever happened?'
Rupert
 stared at her in disbelief. Was she serious? Was she 
really willing to carry on as before? To pretend he'd said nothing; to 
ignore the huge questions that must already be gnawing 
at her brain? Was she really so afraid of the answers she might 
hear?
`I'll make some tea, shall I?' continued 
Francesca with a bright 
tautness. `And get some scones out of the freezer. It'll be quite a 
treat!'
`Francesca,' said Rupert, `stop it. You 
heard what I said. Don't 
you want to know any more?' He stood up and took her wrist. 
`You heard what I said.'
`Rupert!' said 
Francesca, giving a little laugh. `Let go! I-I 
don't know what you're talking about. I've already apologized for 
mistrusting you. What else do you want?'
`I want 
...' began Rupert. His grip tightened on her wrist; he felt a sudden 
certainty anchoring him. `I want to tell you everything.'


`You've told me everything,' said Francesca quickly.
 `I understand completely. It was a silly mix-up.'
`I've told you nothing.' He gazed at her, suddenly 
desperate 
to talk; desperate for relief. 'Francesca-'
`Why 
can't we just forget it?' said Francesca. Her voice held 
an edge of panic.
`Because it wouldn't be 
honest!'
`Well, maybe I don't want to be honest!'
 Her face was flushed; 
her eyes darted about. She looked like a trapped rabbit.
Leave her alone, Rupert told himself. Don't say any 
more; 
just leave her alone. But the urge to talk was unbearable; having 
begun, he could no longer contain himself.
`You 
don't want to be honest?' he said, despising himself. `You 
want me to bear false witness? Is that what you want, Francesca?'
He watched as her face changed expression, as she 
struggled 
to reconcile her private fears with the law of God.
`You're right,' she said at last. `I'm sorry.' She 
looked at him 
apprehensively, then bowed her head in submission. `What do 
you want to tell me?'
Stop now, Rupert told 
himself. Stop now before you make 
her life utterly miserable.
`I had an affair with
 a man,' he said.
He paused, and waited for a 
reaction. A scream; a gasp. But 
Francesca's head remained bowed. She did not move.
`His name was Allan.' He swallowed. `I loved him.'
He gazed at Francesca, hardly daring to breathe. 
Suddenly she 
looked up. `You're making it up,' she said.


`What?'
`I can tell,' said 
Francesca quickly. `You're feeling guilty about 
this girl Milly, so you've made up this silly story to distract me.'
`I haven't,' said Rupert. `It's not a story. It's the 
truth.'
`No,' said Francesca, shaking her head. 
`No.'
`Yes.'
`No!'
`Yes, Francesca!' shouted Rupert. `Yes! It's true! I 
had an affair with a man. His name was Allan. Allan Kepinski.'
There was a long silence, then Francesca met his eyes. 
She 
looked ill.
`You really ...'
`Yes.'
`Did you actually ...'
`Yes,' said Rupert. `Yes.' As he spoke he felt a 
mixture of pain 
and relief as though heavy boulders were being ripped from his 
back, lightening his burden but leaving his skin sore and bleeding. 
`I had sex with him.' He closed his eyes. `We made love.' Suddenly 
memories flooded his mind. He was with Allan again in the 
darkness, feeling his skin, his hair, his tongue. Shivering with 
delight.
`I don't want to hear any more,' 
Francesca whispered. `I don't 
feel very well.' Rupert opened his eyes to see her standing up; 
making uncertainly for the door. Her face was pale and her hands 
shook as they grasped the door handle. Guilt poured over him like 
hot water.
`I'm sorry,' he said. `Francesca, I'm 
sorry.'
`Don't say sorry to me,' said Francesca 
in a jerky, scratchy 
voice. `Don't say sorry to me. Say sorry to our Lord.'


`Francesca . . .'
`You must 
pray for forgiveness. I'm going-' She broke off 
and took a deep breath. `I'm going to pray too.'
`Can't
 we talk?' said Rupert desperately. `Can't we at least 
talk about it?' He got up and came towards her. `Francesca?'
`Don't!' she shrieked as his hand neared her sleeve. 
`Don't 
touch me!' She looked at him with glittering eyes in a sheetwhite face.
`I wasn't '
`Don't come near 
me!'
'But-'
`You made love
 to me!' she whispered. `You touched me! 
You-' She broke off and retched.
'Francesca-'
`I'm going to be sick,' she said shakily, and ran out 
of the room.
Rupert remained by the door, 
listening as she ran up the stairs 
and locked the bathroom door. He was trembling all over; his 
legs felt weak. The revulsion he'd seen in Francesca's face made 
him want to crawl away and hide. She'd backed away from him 
as though he were contaminated; as though his evilness might 
seep out from his pores and infect her, too. As though he were 
an untouchable.
Suddenly he felt that he might 
break down and weep. But instead he made his way unsteadily to the 
drinks cabinet and took 
out a bottle of whisky. As he unscrewed the cap he caught sight 
of himself in the mirror. His eyes were veined with red, his cheeks 
were flushed, his face was full of miserable fear. He looked unhealthy 
inside and out.
Pray, Francesca had said. Pray 
for forgiveness. Rupert clutched 
the bottle tighter. Lord, he tried. Lord God, forgive me. But the words 
weren't there; the will wasn't there. He didn't want to 
repent. He didn't want to be redeemed. He was a miserable sinner and he 
didn't care.


God hates me, thought Rupert, staring at his own 
reflection. 
God doesn't exist. Both seemed equally likely.
A 
bit later on Francesca came downstairs again. She had brushed 
her hair and washed her face and changed into jeans and a jersey. 
Rupert looked up from the sofa, where he was still sitting with 
his bottle of whisky. It was half empty, and his head was spinning 
but he didn't feel any happier.
`I've spoken to 
Tom,' said Francesca. `He's coming round 
later.' Rupert's head jerked up.
`Tom?'
`I've told him everything,' said Francesca, her voice 
trembling. `He says not to worry. He's known other cases like yours.' 
Rupert's head began to thump hard.
`I don't want 
to see Tom,' he said.
`He wants to help!'
`I don't want him to know! This is private!' Rupert 
felt a note 
of panic edging into his voice. He could just imagine Tom's face, 
looking at him with a mixture of pity and disgust. Tom would be 
revolted by him. They would all be revolted by him.
`He wants to help,' repeated Francesca. `And darling 
...' 
Her tone changed and Rupert looked up in surprise. `I want to 
apologize. I was wrong to react so badly. I just panicked. Tom 
said that's perfectly normal. He said ' Francesca broke off and 
bit her lip. `Anyway. We can get through this. With a lot of support and
 prayer . . .'


'Francesca-' began Rupert. She raised her hand.
`No, wait.' She came slowly forward, towards him. 
Rupert 
stared at her. `Tom said I must try not to allow my own feelings to 
get in the way of our . . .' she paused `... of our physical love. I 
shouldn't have rejected you. I put my own selfish emotions first, 
and that was wrong of me.' She swallowed. `I'm sorry. Please forgive 
me.'
She edged even closer until she was standing
 inches from him.
`It's not up to me to hold back
 from you,' she whispered. `You 
have every right to touch me. You're my husband. I promised before God 
to love you and obey you and give myself to you.'
Rupert
 gazed at her. He felt too shocked to speak. Slowly he 
reached out a hand and put it gently on her sleeve. A look of repulsion 
passed over her face, but she continued staring at him steadily, 
as though she was determined to see this through; as though she 
had no other choice.
`No!' said Rupert suddenly 
and pulled his hand away. `I won't 
do this. This is wrong! Francesca, you're not a sacrificial lamb! 
You're a human!'
`I want to heal our marriage,' 
said Francesca in a shaking voice. 
`Tom said '
`Tom said if we went to bed then 
everything would be sorted, 
did he?' Rupert's voice was harsh with sarcasm. `Tom told you 
to lie back and think of Jesus.'
`Rupert!'
`I won't allow you to subjugate yourself like that. 
Francesca, I 
love you! I respect you!'
`Well, if you love me 
and respect me,' said Francesca in 
suddenly savage tones, `then why did you lie to me!' Her voice 
cracked. `Why did you marry me, knowing what you were?'


`Francesca, I'm still me! I'm still Rupert!'
`You're not! Not to me!' Her eyes filled with tears. `I
 can't 
see you any more. All I can see is . . .' She gave a little shudder 
of disgust. `It makes me sick to think about it.'
Rupert
 stared at her miserably.
`Tell me what you want 
me to do,' he said eventually. `Do you 
want me to move out?'
`No,' said Francesca at 
once. `No.' She hesitated. `Tom suggested '
`What?'
`He suggested,' she said, gulping slightly, `a public 
confession. At the evening service. If you confess your sins aloud to 
the 
congregation and to God, then perhaps you'll be able to start 
afresh. With no more lies. No more sin.'
Rupert 
stared at her. Everything in his body resisted what she 
was proposing.
`Tom said you might not yet fully 
realize the wrong you'd 
done,' continued Francesca. `But once you do, and once you've 
properly repented, then we'll be able to start again. It'll be a 
rebirth. For both of us.' She looked up and wiped the wetness from 
her eyes. `What do you think? What do you think, Rupert?'
`I'm not going to repent,' Rupert found himself saying.
`What?' A look of shock came over Francesca's face.
`I'm not going to repent,' repeated Rupert shakily. He
 dug his 
nails into the palms of his hands. `I'm not going to stand up in public 
and say that what I did was wicked.'
`But . . .'
`I loved Allan. And he loved me. And what we did 
wasn't evil 
or wicked. It was . . .' Tears suddenly smarted at Rupert's eyes. 
`It was a beautiful, loving relationship. Whatever the Bible says.'


`Are you serious?'
`Yes,' 
said Rupert. He exhaled with a shudder. `I wish, for both 
our sakes, that I wasn't. But I am.' He looked her straight in the 
eye. `I don't regret what I did.'
`Well then, 
you're sick!' cried Francesca. A note of panic entered her voice. 
`You're sick! You went with a man! How can 
that be beautiful? It's disgusting!'
'Francesca-'
`And what about me?' Her voice rose higher. `What 
about 
when we were in bed together? All this time, have you been 
wishing you were with him?'
`No!' cried Rupert. 
`Of course not.'
`But you said you loved him!'
`I did. But I didn't realize it at the time.' He 
stopped. `Francesca, 
I'm so sorry.'
She stared at him for a silent, 
aching moment, then backed 
away, reaching blindly for a chair.
`I don't 
understand,' she said in a subdued voice. `Are you really homosexual? 
Tom said you weren't. He said lots of young 
men went the wrong way at first.'
`What would Tom
 know about it?' snapped Rupert. He felt 
trapped; as though he were being pinned into a corner.
`Well are you?' persisted Francesca. `Are you 
homosexual?'
There was a long pause.
`I don't know,' said Rupert at last. He sank down 
heavily onto 
a sofa and buried his head in his hands. `I don't know what I am.'
When, after a few minutes, he looked up again, 
Francesca had 
disappeared. The birds were still twittering outside the window; cars 
were still roaring in the distance. Everything was the same. 
Nothing was the same.


Rupert stared down at his trembling hands. At the 
signet ring 
Francesca had given him for their wedding. With a sudden flash, 
he recalled the happiness he'd felt that day; the relief he'd 
experienced as, with a few simple words, he'd become part of the 
legitimate married masses. When he'd led Francesca out of the 
church, he'd felt as though he finally belonged; as though at last 
he was normal. Which was exactly what he wanted to be. He 
didn't want to be gay. He didn't want to be a minority. He just 
wanted to be like everybody else.
It had all 
happened just as Allan had predicted. Allan had 
understood; Allan had known exactly how Rupert felt. He'd 
watched as, over those late summer weeks, Rupert's feelings had 
gradually turned from ardour to embarrassment. He'd waited patiently as 
Rupert tried to abandon his company, ignoring him for 
days on end, only to succumb with more passion than ever before. 
He'd been sympathetic and supportive and understanding. And 
in return, Rupert had fled from him.
The seeds of
 his defection had been sown at the beginning 
of September. Rupert and Allan had been walking down Broad 
Street together, not quite holding hands, but brushing arms; talking 
closely, smiling the smiles of lovers. And then someone had 
called Rupert's name.
`Rupert! Hi!'
His head had jerked up. Standing on the other side of 
the 
road, grinning at him, was Ben Fisher, a boy from the year below 
him at school. Suddenly Rupert had remembered his father's letter of a 
few weeks before. The wistful hope that Rupert might 
come home for some of the vacation; the triumphant news that another boy
 from the little Cornish school would soon be joining 
him at Oxford.


`Ben!' Rupert had exclaimed, hurrying across the 
street. 'Welcome! I heard you were coming.'
`I'm 
hoping you'll show me around the place,' Ben had replied, 
his dark eyes twinkling. `And introduce me to some girls. You 
must have the whole place after you. Stud!' Then his eyes had swivelled 
curiously towards Allan, still standing on the other side of 
the road. `Who's that?' he'd asked. `A friend?'
Rupert's
 heart had given a little jump. Suddenly, with a flurry 
of panic, he saw himself in the eyes of his friends at home. His 
teachers. His father.
`Oh him?' he'd said after a
 pause. `That's no one. Just one of 
the tutors.'
The next night he'd gone to a bar 
with Ben, drunk tequila 
slammers and flirted furiously with a couple of pretty Italian girls. 
On his return, Allan had been waiting for him in his room.
`Good evening?' he'd said pleasantly.
`Yes,' Rupert had replied, unable to meet his gaze. 
`Yes. I was 
with-with friends.' He'd stripped quickly, got into bed and 
closed his eyes as Allan came towards him; had emptied his mind 
of all thought or guilt as their physical delight had begun.
But the next night he'd gone out again with Ben, and 
this time 
had forced himself to kiss one of the pretty young girls who hung 
around him like kids round a sweet counter. She'd responded eagerly, 
encouraging his hands to roam over her soft, unfamiliar body. 
At the end of the evening she'd invited him back to the house she 
shared on the Cowley Road.
He'd undressed her 
slowly and clumsily, taking his cue from 
scenes in films, hoping her obvious experience would see him through. 
Somehow he'd managed to acquit himself successfully; 
whether her cries were real or false he didn't know and didn't 
care. The next morning he'd woken up in her bed, curled up 
against her smooth female skin, breathing in her feminine smell. 
He'd kissed her shoulder as he always kissed Allan's shoulder, 
reached out experimentally to touch her breast and then realized with a 
sudden jolt of surprise that he felt aroused. He wanted 
to touch this girl's body. He wanted to kiss her. The thought of 
making love to her again excited him. He was normal. He could 
be normal.


`Are you running away from me?' Allan had said a few
 days 
later, as they ate pasta together. `Do you need some space?'
`No!' Rupert had replied, too heartily. `Everything's 
fine.' Allan 
had looked silently at him for a moment, then put down his fork.
`Don't panic,' he said, reaching for Rupert's hand, 
then flinching as Rupert moved it away. `Don't give up something that 
could 
be wonderful, just because you're scared.'
`I'm 
not scared!'
`Of course you're scared. Everyone's
 scared. I'm scared.'
`You?' Rupert had said, 
trying not to sound truculent. `Why 
on earth are you scared?'
`I'm scared,' Allan had
 said slowly, `because I understand what 
you're doing, and I know what it means for me. You're trying to 
escape. You're trying to discard me. In a few weeks you'll walk 
past me in the street and look away. Am I right?'
He'd
 gazed at Rupert with dark eyes asking for an answer, a 
rebuttal. But Rupert had said nothing. He hadn't had to.
After that, things had deteriorated swiftly. They'd had
 one final conversation in a deserted Keble College bar, the week before
 the new term began.


`I just can't . . .' Rupert had muttered, stiff with
 selfconsciousness, one eye on the incurious gaze of the barman. `I'm 
not-' He'd broken off and taken a deep gulp of whisky. `You 
do understand.' He'd looked up pleadingly at Allan, then looked 
quickly away again.
`No,' Allan had said quietly,
 `I don't understand. We were 
happy together.'
`It was a mistake. I'm not gay.'
`You're not attracted to me?' Allan had said, and his 
eyes had 
fixed on Rupert's. `Is that what you're saying? You're not attracted 
to me?
Rupert had gazed back at him, feeling as 
though something inside him were being wrenched in two. Waiting in a pub
 were Ben 
and a pair of girls. Tonight he would almost certainly have sex with 
one of them. But he wanted Allan more than he wanted any girl.
`No,' he said at last. `I'm not.'
`Fine,' Allan had said, his dry voice cracking with 
anger. `Lie 
to me. Lie to yourself. Get married. Have a kid. Play at being 
straight. But you'll know you're not, and I'll know you're not.'
`I am,' Rupert had retorted feebly, then wished he 
hadn't as 
Allan's eyes flashed with contempt.
`Whatever.' 
He'd drained his glass and got to his feet.
`Will
 you be all right?' Rupert had said, watching him.
`Don't patronize me,' Allan had snapped back fiercely. 
`No I 
won't be all right. But I'll get over it.'
`I'm 
sorry.'
Allan had said nothing more. Rupert had 
watched silently as 
he made his way out of the bar; for a minute or two he could feel 
nothing but raw pain. But after two more whiskies he'd felt a little 
better. He'd gone to meet Ben in the pub as arranged, and had drunk a 
few pints and a good deal more whisky. Later that night, 
after having had sex with the prettier of the two girls Ben had 
procured, he'd lain awake and told himself repeatedly that he was 
normal; he was back on course; he was happy. And for a while, 
he'd almost managed to believe himself.


'Tom'll be here in a few minutes.' Francesca's voice
 interrupted 
his thoughts. Rupert looked up. She was standing at the door, 
holding a tray. On it was the cream-coloured teapot they'd chosen for 
their wedding list, together with cups, saucers and a plate 
of chocolate biscuits.
`Francesca,' said Rupert 
wearily. `We're not holding a bloody 
tea party.' A look of shocked hurt passed over her face; then she 
composed herself and nodded.
`Perhaps you're 
right,' she said. She set the tray down on a 
chair. `Perhaps this is a bit inappropriate.'
`The
 whole thing is inappropriate.' Rupert stood up and walked 
slowly to the door. `I'm not talking to Tom about my sexuality.'
`But he wants to help!'
`He 
doesn't.' Rupert looked at Francesca. `He wants to channel. Not help.'
`I don't understand,' said Francesca, wrinkling her 
brow.
Rupert shrugged. For a few moments neither 
spoke. Then 
Francesca bit her lip.
`I was wondering,' she 
said hesitantly, `if you should maybe see 
a doctor, as well. We could ask Dr Askew to recommend someone. What do 
you think?'
Rupert stared at her speechlessly. He
 felt as though she'd hit 
him in the face with a hammer.


`A doctor?' he echoed eventually, trying to sound 
calm. `A 
doctor?'
`I thought-'
`You
 think there's something medically wrong with me?'
`No! I just meant . . .' Francesca flushed pink. 
`Perhaps there's 
something they could give you.'
`An anti-gay 
pill?' He couldn't control his voice. Who was 
this girl he'd married? Who was she? `Are you serious?'
`It's just an idea!'
For a few 
silent seconds, Rupert gazed at Francesca. Then, 
without speaking, he strode past her into the hall and snatched 
his jacket from the peg.
`Rupert!' she said. 
`Where are you going?'
`I've got to get out of 
here.'
`But where!' cried Francesca. `Where are 
you going?'
Rupert looked at his reflection in 
the hall mirror.
`I'm going,' he said slowly, `to
 find Allan.'


 


CHAPTER TEN
asked for 
all the members of the family to 
be assembled in the drawing room, as though he were about to 
unmask a murderer in their midst.
`There are only
 the two of us,' Isobel had said scornfully. 
`Would you like us to assemble? Or do you want to come back 
later?'
`Indeed no,' Canon Lytton had replied 
solemnly. `Let us adjourn.'
Now he sat on the 
sofa, his cassock falling in dusty folds around 
him, his face stern and forbidding. I bet he practises that expression 
in the mirror, thought Isobel. To frighten Sunday school children with.
`I come here on a matter of some gravity,' he began. 
`To be brief, I wish to ascertain the truth or otherwise of a piece of 
information which I have been given.'


`By whom?' said Isobel. Canon Lytton ignored her.
`It is my duty,' he said, raising his voice slightly, 
`as parish priest 
and official at the intended marriage of Milly and Simon, to 
check whether Milly, as she stated on the form she filled in, is a 
spinster of the parish of St Edward the Confessor, or whether in 
fact she is not. I will ask her myself when she returns. In the 
meantime, I would be grateful if you, as her mother, could answer 
on her behalf.' He stopped and looked impressively at Olivia, 
who wrinkled her brow.
`I don't understand,' she 
said. `Are you asking if Milly and Simon live together? Because they 
don't, you know. They're quite 
old-fashioned like that.'
`That was not my 
question,' said Canon Lytton. `My question, more simply, is: has Milly 
been married before?'
`Married before?' said 
Olivia. She gave a shocked little laugh. 
`What are you talking about?'
`I have been given 
to believe '
`What do you mean?' interrupted 
Olivia. `Is someone saying 
Milly's been married before?' Canon Lytton inclined his head 
slightly. `Well, they're lying! Of course Milly hasn't been married! 
How on earth can you believe such a thing?'
`It 
is my duty to follow up all such accusations.'
`What,'
 said Isobel, `even if they come from complete crackpots?'
`I use my discretion,' said Canon Lytton, giving her a 
hard 
look. `The person who told me this was quite insistent and even 
claimed to have a copy of a marriage certificate.'


`Who was it?' said Isobel.
`That,
 I am not at liberty to say,' said Canon Lytton, rearranging his cassock
 carefully.
You love this, thought Isobel, gazing
 at him. You just love it.
`Jealousy!' said 
Olivia suddenly. `That's what this is. Somebody's jealous of Milly, and 
they're trying to spoil her wedding. 
There must be a lot of disappointed girls out there. No wonder 
they're targeting poor Milly! Really, Canon Lytton, I'm surprised 
at you. Believing such scurrilous nonsense!'
`Scurrilous
 nonsense it may be,' said Canon Lytton. 'Nevertheless, I wish to speak 
to Milly herself on her return. In case there 
are facts pertaining to this matter with which you' he nodded at 
Olivia `are not acquainted.'
`Canon Lytton,' said
 Olivia furiously. `Are you seriously suggesting that my daughter might 
have got married without telling 
me? My daughter tells me everything!'
There was a
 small movement from the sofa, and both Olivia 
and Canon Lytton turned to look at Isobel.
`Would
 you like to say something, Isobel?' said Canon Lytton.
`No,' said Isobel quickly, and coughed. `Nothing.'
`Who's she supposed to have married, anyway?' demanded
 
Olivia. `The postman?'
There was a short silence.
 Isobel glanced up, trying not to 
look too tense.
`A man named Kepinski,' said 
Canon Lytton, reading from a 
piece of paper. `Allan Kepinski.'
Isobel's heart 
sank. Milly didn't have a hope.
`Allan Kepinski?'
 said Olivia incredulously. `That's a made-up 
name, if ever I heard one! The whole thing's obviously a hoax. Set up by
 some poor character, obsessed by Milly's good fortune. You read about 
this sort of thing all the time. Don't you, 
Isobel?'


`Yes,' said Isobel weakly. `All the time.'
`And now,' said Olivia, standing up, `if you'll excuse 
me, Canon 
Lytton, I've a thousand things to do, and they don't include listening 
to made-up lies about my daughter. We do have a wedding on 
Saturday, you know!'
`I am aware of that fact,' 
said Canon Lytton. `Nevertheless, I 
will need to speak to Milly about this. Perhaps later this evening 
will be convenient.'
`You can speak to her all 
you like,' said Olivia. `But you're 
wasting your time!'
`I will return,' said Canon 
Lytton portentously. `Permit me to 
see myself out.'
As the front door slammed behind
 him, Olivia looked at 
Isobel.
`Do you know what he's talking about?'
`No!' said Isobel. `Of course not.'
`Isobel,' said Olivia sharply. `You may have fooled 
Canon Lytton, but you don't fool me! You know something about this, 
don't you? Is something going on?'
`Look, Mummy,'
 said Isobel, trying to sound calm. `I think 
we should just wait until Milly gets back.'
`Wait
 for what?' Olivia stared at her in dismay. `Isobel, what 
are you saying? There's no truth in what Canon Lytton said, is 
there?'
`I'm not saying anything,' said Isobel 
stoutly. `Not until Milly 
gets back.'


`I won't have you girls keeping secrets from me,' 
said Olivia 
angrily. Isobel sighed.
`To be honest, Mummy,' 
she said, `it's a bit late for that.'
Milly was 
trudging back from the station when a car pulled up 
alongside her.
`Hello, darling,' said James. 
`Would you like a lift?'
`Oh,' said Milly. 
`Thanks.'
Without meeting her father's eye, she 
got into the car and 
stared straight ahead at the darkening street, trying desperately to 
organize her thoughts. She had to decide what she was going to do. 
She had to come up with a plan. All the way back from London she 
had tried to think rationally; to form some sensible solution. But 
now here she was, back in Bath, minutes away from home, and she 
was still in a state of uncertainty. Could she really force Alexander 
to keep quiet? Already it was Thursday evening; the wedding was 
on Saturday. If she could just get through Friday .. .
`Did you have a good time in London?' said James. Milly
 
jumped.
`Yes,' she said. `Shopping. You know.'
`I do,' said James. `Did you find anything nice?'
`Yes,' said Milly. There was a pause, and she realized
 that she 
didn't have any shopping bags. `I bought . . . cuff links for Simon.'
`Very nice. He said he would call for you later, by 
the way. 
After work.'
A spasm of nerves hit Milly in the 
stomach.
`Oh good,' she said, feeling sick. How 
could she face Simon? 
How could she even look him in the eye?


As they got out of the car she felt a sudden desire 
to run away, 
down the street, and never see anybody ever again. Instead, she 
followed her father up the steps to the front door.
`She's back!' She heard her mother's voice cry as the 
door 
opened. Olivia appeared in the hall. `Milly,' she said in clipped, 
furious tones. `What's all this nonsense?'
`All 
what nonsense?' said Milly apprehensively.
`All 
this nonsense about you being married?'
Milly 
felt a hammer-blow to her heart.
`What do you 
mean?' she said shakily.
`What's going on?' said 
James, following Milly into the hall. 
`Olivia, are you all right?'
`No, I'm not all 
right,' said Olivia jerkily. `Canon Lytton came 
to see us this afternoon.' She glanced over her shoulder. `Didn't 
he, Isobel?'
`Yes,' said Isobel, coming out of 
the drawing room. `He came 
to see us.' She pulled a quick face at Milly, and Milly stared back 
at her, feeling fear rising inside her like choking gas.
`What did he-'
`He had some 
ridiculous story about Milly,' said Olivia. `He 
said she'd been married before!'
Milly didn't 
move. Her eyes flickered to Isobel and back again.
`Only Isobel doesn't seem to think it is so 
ridiculous!' said 
Olivia.
`Oh, really?' said Milly, looking at 
Isobel with scorching eyes.
`Mummy!' exclaimed 
Isobel, scandalized. `That's not fair! Milly, 
honestly, I didn't say anything. I said we should wait till you got 
back.'
`Yes,' said Olivia. `And now she's back. 
So one of you had better tell us what this is all about.' Milly looked 
from face to face.


`All right,' she said shakily. `Just let me take off
 my coat.'
There was silence as she unwrapped her
 scarf, took off her 
coat, and hung them both up. She turned round and surveyed her 
audience.
`Maybe we should all have a drink,' she
 said.
`I don't want a drink!' exclaimed Olivia. 
`I want to know what's 
going on. Milly, is Canon Lytton right? Have you been married before?'
`Just . . . just give me a minute to sit down,' said 
Milly desperately.
`You don't need a minute!' 
cried Olivia. `You don't need a 
minute! What's the answer? Have you been married before or 
not? Yes or no, Milly? Yes or no?'
`Yes!' 
screamed Milly. `I'm married! I've been married for ten 
years!'
Her words resonated round the silent 
hall. Olivia took a small 
pace back and clutched the stair bannister.
`I 
got married when I was at Oxford,' Milly continued in a 
trembling voice. `I was eighteen. It . . . it didn't mean anything. 
No one knew. No one knew. And I thought no one would ever find 
out. I thought . . .' She broke off. `Oh, what's the point?'
There was silence. Isobel glanced apprehensively at 
Olivia. 
Her face was an ugly scarlet; she seemed to be having trouble 
breathing.
`Are you serious, Milly?' she said 
eventually.
`Yes.'
`You 
really got married when you were eighteen. And you really thought that 
no one would ever find out.'
There was a pause 
then Milly nodded miserably.
`Then you're a 
stupid, stupid girl!' shrieked Olivia. Her voice lashed across the room 
like a whip, and Milly turned pale. `You're 
a stupid, selfish girl! How could you have thought that no one 
would find out? How could you have been so stupid? You've ruined 
everything for all of us!'


`Stop it!' said James angrily. `Stop it, Olivia.'
`I'm sorry,' whispered Milly. `I really am.'
`It's no good being sorry!' screamed Olivia. `It's too 
late for 
sorry! How could you have done this to me?'
`Olivia!'
`I suppose you thought it was clever, did you? Getting
 married 
and keeping it a secret. I suppose you thought you were being 
frightfully grown-up.'
`No,' said Milly 
miserably.
`Who was he? A student?'
`A research fellow.'
`Swept you 
off your feet, did he? Promised you all sorts of 
things?'
`No!' shouted Milly, suddenly snapping. 
`I married him to help 
him! He needed to stay in the country!'
Olivia 
stared at Milly, her expression gradually changing as 
she worked out what Milly was saying.
`You 
married an illegal immigrant?' she whispered. Her voice 
rose to a shriek. `An illegal immigrant?'
`Don't 
say it like that!' said Milly.
`What sort of 
illegal immigrant?' A note of hysteria entered 
Olivia's voice. `Did he threaten you?'
`For God's
 sake, Mummy!' said Isobel.
`Olivia,' said James.
 `Calm down. You're not helping.'
`Helping?' 
Olivia turned on James. `Why should I want to help? Do you realize what 
this means? We'll have to call the wedding off!'


`Postpone it, maybe,' said Isobel. `Until the 
divorce comes 
through.' She pulled a sympathetic face at Milly.
`We
 can't!' cried Olivia desperately. `It's all arranged! It's all 
organized!' She thought for a moment, then whipped round to 
Milly. `Does Simon know about this?'
Milly shook 
her head. Olivia's eyes began to glitter.
`Well, 
then we can still go through with it,' she said quickly. 
Her eyes darted urgently from face to face. `We'll fob Canon 
Lytton off! If none of us says a word, if we all hold our heads 
high ...'
`Mummy!' exclaimed Isobel. `You're 
talking about bigamy!'
`So what?'
`Olivia, you're mad,' said James in disgust. `Obviously
 the wedding must be cancelled. And if you ask me, it's no bad thing.'
`What do you mean?' said Olivia hysterically. `What do
 you 
mean, it's no bad thing? This is the most terrible thing that's ever 
happened to our family, and you're saying it's no bad thing!'
`Frankly, I think it would be good for us all to get 
back to normal!' exclaimed James angrily. `This whole wedding has got 
out 
of hand. It's nothing but wedding, wedding, wedding! You talk of 
nothing else.'
`Well, someone has to organize 
it!' shrieked Olivia. `Do you 
know how many things I've had to sort out?'
`Yes I
 do!' shouted James in exasperation. `A thousand! Every 
day, you've got a thousand bloody things to do! You realize that's 
seven thousand things a week? What is this, Olivia? An expedition to the
 moon?'


`You just wouldn't understand,' said Olivia 
bitterly.
`The whole family's obsessed! I think 
it would be a very good 
thing for you, Milly, if you just got your feet back on the ground 
for a while.'
`What do you mean?' said Milly 
shakily. `My feet are on the 
ground.'
`Milly, your feet are up with the birds!
 You've gone rushing 
into this marriage without considering what it means, without 
considering all the other options. I know Simon's a very attractive 
young man, I know his father's very rich ...'
`That's
 got nothing to do with it!' Milly stared at James with an 
ashen face. `I love Simon! I want to marry him because I love him.'
`You think you do,' said James. `But perhaps this is a
 good 
chance for you to wait for a while. See if you can stand on your 
own two feet, for a change. Like Isobel.'
`Like 
Isobel,' echoed Milly, in a disbelieving voice. `You always want me to 
be Isobel. Perfect bloody Isobel.'
`Of course I 
don't,' said James impatiently. `That's not what I 
said.'
`You want me to do the things that Isobel 
does.'
`Maybe,' said James. `Some of them.'
'Daddy-' began Isobel.
`Well, 
fine!' screamed Milly, feeling blood rush to her head. 
`I'll be like Isobel! I won't get married! I'll get pregnant instead!'
There was a sharp silence.
`Pregnant?'
 said Olivia incredulously.
`Thanks a lot, 
Milly,' said Isobel shortly, stalking to the front 
door.
'Isobel-' began Milly. But Isobel slammed 
the door behind 
her without looking back.


`Pregnant,' repeated Olivia. She groped for a chair 
and sat 
down.
`I didn't mean to say that,' muttered 
Milly, appalled at herself. `Can you just forget I said it?'
`You're married,' said Olivia shakily. `And Isobel's 
pregnant.' 
She looked up. `Is she really pregnant?'
`That's 
her business,' said Milly, staring at the floor. `It's her 
business. I shouldn't have said anything.'
The 
doorbell rang, jolting them all.
`That'll be 
Isobel,' said James, getting up. He opened the door 
and took a step back.
`Ah,' he said. `It's you, 
Simon.'
Isobel strode along the pavement, not 
stopping, not looking back, 
not knowing where she was going. Her heart was thumping hard, 
and her jaw was set and tense. The snow had turned to slush; a 
cold drizzle was coating her hair and dripping down her neck. 
But with every step she felt a little better. With every step she 
was further into anonymity; further away from the shocked faces 
of her family.
Her whole body still prickled with
 anger. She felt betrayed, 
misrepresented, too furious with Milly to speak . . . and yet too 
sorry for her to blame her. She'd never witnessed such an ugly 
family scene, with Milly defenceless in the middle of it. No wonder 
she'd lashed out with the first diversionary tactic she had to 
hand. It was understandable. But that didn't make it any easier.
Isobel closed her eyes. She felt raw and vulnerable; 
unready for 
this. On her return, her parents would surely expect her to talk to 
them. They would expect her to answer questions, to reassure them and 
help them digest this piece of startling information. But 
she had barely digested it herself. Her condition was a nebulous 
fact floating around her mind, unwanted and unformed, as yet 
unpresentable to the outside world. She couldn't articulate what she 
thought about it; could no longer distingiush between emotional 
and physical sensation. Energy and optimism alternated with tearfulness 
and the nausea made everything even worse. What does it 
feel like? Milly would no doubt ask. What does it feel like, to have 
a child inside you? But Isobel didn't want to answer that. She didn't 
want to think of herself as carrying a child.


She stopped at a corner and cautiously laid her hand
 over her 
stomach. When she imagined whatever was inside her, it was as a 
small shellfish, or a snail. Something coiled up and hardly human. 
Something indeterminate, whose life had not begun. Whose life 
might, if she chose, progress no further. A wave of strong feeling, 
half grief, half sickness, swept over her, and she began to tremble. 
The whole family, she thought, is concerned with whether Milly's 
wedding should go ahead or not. While I, all alone, am trying to 
decide whether another human's life should go ahead or not.
The thought transfixed her. She felt almost overcome by
 her 
burden, overwhelmed by the decision she was going to have to 
make, and for a moment she thought she might collapse, sobbing, 
on the hard pavement. But instead, with a slight impatient shake of 
the head, she thrust her hands deeper into her pockets and, teeth 
gritted, began once more to walk.
Simon and Milly
 sat, facing each other on armchairs in the drawing room, as though 
appearing on a television chat show.
`So,' said 
Simon finally. `What is all this?'


Milly gazed at him silently. Her fingers shook as 
she pushed a 
frond of hair back from her face; her lips opened to speak, then 
closed again.
`You're making me nervous,' said 
Simon. `Come on, sweetheart. Nothing's that bad. It's not 
life-threatening, is it?'
`No.'
`Well then.' He grinned at her, and Milly smiled back, 
feeling 
a sudden relief.
`You won't like it,' she said.
`I'll be brave,' said Simon. `Come on, hit me with 
it.'
'OK,' said Milly. She took a deep breath. 
`The thing is, we 
can't get married on Saturday. We're going to have to postpone 
the wedding.'
`Postpone?' said Simon slowly. 
`Well, OK. But why?'
`There's something I haven't
 told you,' said Milly, meshing 
her hands together, twisting them around until her knuckles felt 
as though they might break. `I did something very stupid when I 
was eighteen. I got married. It was a fake marriage. It didn't mean 
anything. But the divorce never went through. So I'm I'm still 
married.'
She glanced at Simon. He looked 
bewildered but not angry, and 
she felt a sudden flood of reassurance. After her mother's hysterics, it
 was a relief to see Simon taking the news calmly. He wasn't 
freaking out; he wasn't yelling. But of course he wasn't. After all, 
this was nothing to do with their relationship, was it? This was 
nothing but a technical hitch.
`All it means is, 
I'll have to wait for the decree absolute before 
we can get married,' she said. She bit her lip. `Simon, I'm really 
sorry. 
There was a long silence.


`I don't get it,' said Simon eventually. `Is this a 
joke?'
`No,' said Milly. `No! God, I wish it was!
 It's true. I'm married. Simon, I'm married!'
She
 gazed at him miserably. His dark eyes scanned her face; 
slowly a look of disbelief crept over his features.
`You're serious.'
`Yes.'
`You're really married.'
`Yes. 
But it wasn't a proper marriage,' said Milly quickly. She 
stared down at the floor, trying to keep her voice steady. `He was 
gay. The whole thing was fake. To keep him in the country. It honestly 
meant nothing. Less than nothing! You do understand, don't 
you? You do understand?'
She looked up at his 
face. And as she saw his expression she 
realized, with a thud of dismay, that he didn't.
`It
 was a mistake,' she said, almost tripping over the words 
in her haste. `A big mistake. I see that now. I should never have 
agreed to do it. But I was very young, and very stupid, and he was 
a friend. Or at least I thought he was a friend. And he needed my 
help. That's all it was!'
`That's all it was,' 
echoed Simon in a strange voice. `So, what, 
did this guy pay you?'
`No!' said Milly. `I just 
did it as a favour!'
`You got married . . . as a 
favour?' said Simon incredulously. 
Milly stared at him in alarm. Somehow this was coming out all 
wrong.
`It meant nothing,' she said. `It was ten 
years ago! I was a child. 
I know I should have told you about it before. I know I should. But 
I just . . .' She broke off and looked at him desperately. `Simon, say 
something!'


`What am I supposed to say?' said Simon. 
`Congratulations?' 
Milly winced.
`No! just -I don't know. Tell me 
what you're thinking.'
`I don't know what to 
think,' said Simon. `I don't even know 
where to start. I can't believe it. You tell me you're married to 
some other guy. What am I supposed to think?' His glance fell on 
her left hand; on the finger wearing his engagement ring, and she 
flushed.
`It didn't mean anything,' she said. 
`You have to believe that.'
`It doesn't matter 
what it meant! You're still married, aren't 
you?' Simon suddenly leapt up and stalked away to the window. 
`Christ, Milly!' he exclaimed, his voice shaking slightly. `Why 
didn't you tell me?'
`I don't know. I didn't . . 
.' She swallowed. `I didn't want to 
spoil everything.'
`You didn't want to spoil 
everything,' echoed Simon. `So you 
leave it until two days before our wedding to tell me you're married.'
`I thought it wouldn't matter! I thought-'
`You thought you wouldn't bother to tell me at all?' He
 turned 
round and gazed at her in sudden comprehension. `You were never 
going to tell me! Am I right?'
`I didn't '
`You were going to keep it a secret from me!' His voice
 rose. 
`From your own husband!'
`No! I was intending to 
tell you!'
`When? On our wedding night? When our 
first child was 
born? On our golden anniversary?'
Milly opened 
her mouth to speak, then closed it again. She 
felt a hot fear creeping over her. She had never seen Simon angry like 
this before. She didn't know how to defuse him; which way 
to move.


`So, what other little secrets are you keeping from 
me? Any 
hidden children? Secret lovers?'
`No.'
`And how am I supposed to believe that?' His voice 
lashed 
across the room, and Milly flinched. `How am I supposed to believe 
anything you say any more?'
`I don't know,' said 
Milly hopelessly. `I don't know. You just 
have to trust me.'
`Trust you!'
`I know I should have told you,' she said desperately. 
`I know 
that! But the fact that I didn't doesn't mean I'm keeping anything 
else secret from you. Simon '
`It's not just 
that,' said Simon, cutting across her. `It's not just 
the fact you kept it secret.' Milly's heart began to thump nervously.
`What is it, then?'
Simon sank 
into a chair and rubbed his face.
`Milly you've 
already made the wedding vows to someone 
else. You've already promised to love someone else. Cherish someone 
else. Do you know what that feels like for me?'
`But
 I didn't mean a word of it! Not a word!'
`Exactly.'
 His voice chilled her. `I thought you took those 
vows as seriously as I did.'
`I did,' said Milly 
in horror. `I do.'
`How can you? You've spoiled 
them! You've tainted them.'
`Simon, don't look at
 me like that,' whispered Milly. `I'm not 
evil! I made a mistake, but I'm still me. Nothing's changed!'


`Everything's changed,' said Simon flatly. There was
 a heavy 
silence. `To be honest, I feel as if I don't know you any more.'
`Well, I feel as if I don't know you any more!' cried 
Milly in a 
sudden anguished burst. `I don't know you any more! Simon, I 
know I've messed the wedding up. I know I've fucked things up 
completely. But you don't have to be so sanctimonious. You don't 
have to look at me as if I'm beneath contempt. I'm not a criminal!' She 
gulped. `Well, maybe I am, technically. But only because 
I made a mistake. I made one mistake! And if you loved me, you'd 
forgive me!' She began to shake with sobs. `If you really loved me, 
you would forgive me!'
`And if you really loved 
me,' shouted Simon, suddenly looking distraught, `you would have told me
 you were married! You 
can say what you like, Milly, but if you'd really loved me, you 
would have told me!'
Milly stared at him, 
suddenly feeling unsure of herself.
`Not 
necessarily,' she faltered.
`Well, we must have 
different definitions of love,' said Simon. 
`Perhaps we've been at cross purposes all along.' He stood up and 
reached for his coat. Milly stared at him, feeling a horrified disbelief
 creep over her.
`Are you saying' she fought a 
desire to retch `are you saying you don't want to marry me any more?'
`As I recall,' said Simon stiffly, `you've already got
 a husband. 
So the question's academic really, isn't it?' He paused at the door. 
`I hope the two of you will be very happy.'
`Bastard!'
 screamed Milly. Tears blurred her eyes as she tugged 
feverishly at her engagement ring. By the time she managed to 
throw it at him, the door was closed and he was gone.


 


CHAPTER ELEVEN
to find the house quiet. The lights in the 
hall were dim; there was no one in the drawing room. She pushed 
open the kitchen door and saw Olivia sitting at the table in the 
half -light. A bottle of wine was in front of her, nearly empty; music 
was playing quietly in the corner. As Olivia heard the sound 
of the door she looked up with a pale, puffy face.
`Well,' she said flatly. `It's all over.'
`What do you mean?' said Isobel suspiciously.
`I mean,' said Olivia, `that the engagement between 
Milly and 
Simon is off.'
`What?' said Isobel. She blinked 
at her mother, aghast. `Do 
you mean off completely? Why?'
`They had some 
sort of row and Simon called the whole thing 
off.' Olivia took a slug of wine.


`What about? Her first marriage?'
`I imagine so,' said Olivia. `She wouldn't say.'
`Where is she?'
`She's gone to 
Esme's for the night. She said she had to get 
away from this house. From all of us.'
`I don't 
blame her,' said Isobel. She sat heavily down on a chair, 
her coat still on. `God, poor Milly. I can't believe it! What exactly 
did Simon say?'
`Milly didn't tell me. She 
doesn't tell me anything these days.' 
Olivia took a deep swig of wine. `Obviously, I'm no longer considered 
worthy of her confidence.'
Isobel rolled her 
eyes.
`Mummy, don't start.'
`For ten years she was married to that-that illegal 
immigrant! Ten years without telling me!'
`She 
couldn't tell you. How on earth could she tell you?'
`And then, when she was in trouble, she went to Esme.' 
Olivia 
raised bloodshot eyes to Isobel. `To Esme Ormerod!'
`She always goes to Esme,' said Isobel.
`I know she does. She goes running off to that house 
and comes 
back thinking she's the Queen of Sheba!'
'Mummy-'
`And then she went to you.' Olivia's voice grew 
higher. `Didn't 
it ever occur to her to come to me? Her own mother?'
`She couldn't!' exclaimed Isobel. `She knew how you 
would 
react. And, frankly, she didn't need that. She needed calm, rational 
advice.'
`I'm incapable of being rational, am I?'
`When it comes to this wedding,' said Isobel, `then 
yes. Yes, 
you are!'


`Well, there isn't going to be a wedding now,' said 
Olivia jerkily. `There isn't going to be a wedding. So perhaps you'll 
all start to 
trust me again. Perhaps you'll start to treat me like a human being.'
`Oh, Mummy, stop feeling sorry for yourself!' shouted 
Isobel, 
suddenly exasperated. `This wasn't your wedding. It was Milly's 
wedding!'
`I know that!' said Olivia indignantly.
`You don't,' said Isobel. `You're not really thinking 
about Milly 
and Simon. You're not thinking about how they must be feeling. 
You don't even really care if they stay together or not. All you're 
thinking about is the wedding. The flowers that will have to be 
cancelled, and your lovely smart outfit that no one will see, and how 
you won't get to dance with Harry Pinnacle! Beyond that, you 
couldn't give a damn!'
`How dare you!' exclaimed 
Olivia, and two bright spots appeared on her cheeks.
`It's true though, isn't it? No wonder Daddy-'
`No wonder Daddy what?' snapped Olivia.
`Nothing,' said Isobel, aware she had stepped over a 
boundary. `I just . . . I can see his point of view. That's all.'
There was a long silence. Isobel blinked a few times in
 the dim 
kitchen light. She suddenly felt drained, too tired for argument; 
too tired even to stand up.
`Right,' she said 
with an effort. `Well, I think I'll go to bed.'
`Wait,'
 said Olivia, looking up. `You haven't eaten anything.'
`It's all right,' said Isobel. `I'm not hungry.'
`That's not the point,' said Olivia. `You need to eat.'
Isobel gave a noncommittal shrug.
`You need to eat,' repeated Olivia. She met Isobel's 
eyes. `In 
your condition.'


`Mummy not now,' said Isobel wearily.
`We don't have to talk about it,' said Olivia in a 
voice tinged 
with hurt. `You don't have to tell me anything if you don't want 
to. You can keep all the secrets you like.' Isobel looked away 
uncomfortably. `Just let me make you some nice scrambled eggs.'
There was a pause.
'OK,' said 
Isobel at last. `That would be nice.'
`And I'll 
pour you a nice glass of wine.'
`I can't,' said 
Isobel, taken unawares.
`Why not?'
Isobel was silent, trying to sort out the contrary 
strands of 
thought in her brain. She couldn't drink, just in case she decided 
to keep the baby. What kind of a twisted logic was that?
`All that phooey!' Olivia was saying. `I was on three 
gins a day 
when I had you. And you turned out all right, didn't you? More 
or less?'
A reluctant smile spread over Isobel's 
face.
'OK,' she said. `I could do with a drink.'
`So could I,' said Olivia. `Let's open another 
bottle.' She closed 
her eyes. `I've never known such a dreadful night.'
`Tell me about it.' Isobel sat down at the table. `I 
hope Milly's 
OK.'
`I'm sure Esme will look after her,' said 
Olivia, and a touch of 
bitterness edged her voice.
Milly sat in Esme's 
drawing room, nestling a hot, creamy drink 
made from Belgian chocolate flakes and a splash of Cointreau. Esme 
had persuaded her to take a long, hot bath, scented with mysterious 
potions in unmarked bottles, then lent her a white waffle-weave bathrobe
 and some snug slippers. Now she was brushing Milly's 
hair with an old-fashioned bristle hairbrush. Milly stared ahead 
into the crackling fire, feeling the pull of the brush on her scalp, 
the heat of the fire on her face, the smoothness of her clean skin 
inside her robe. She'd arrived at Esme's an hour or so ago; had 
burst into tears as soon as the door was opened and again in her 
bath. But now she felt strangely calm. She took another sip of 
the hot, creamy chocolate and closed her eyes.


`Feeling better?' said Esme in a low voice.
`Yes. A lot better.'
`Good.'
There was a pause. One of the whippets rose from its 
place 
by the fire, came over to Milly and nestled its head in her lap.
`You were right,' said Milly, stroking the whippet's 
head. `You 
were right. I don't know Simon. He doesn't know me.' Her voice 
trembled slightly. `The whole thing's hopeless.'
Esme
 said nothing, but continued brushing.
`I know 
I'm to blame for all of this,' said Milly. `I know that. 
It's me that got married, it's me that messed up. But he behaved 
as though I'd done it all on purpose. He didn't even try to see it 
from my point of view.'
`Such a masculine trait,'
 said Esme. `Women twist themselves 
into loops to accommodate the views of others. Men turn their 
heads once, then look back and carry on as before.'
`Simon didn't even turn his head,' gulped Milly 
miserably. 
`He didn't even listen.'
`Typical,' said Esme. 
`Just another intractable man.'
`I feel so 
stupid,' said Milly. `So bloody stupid.' A fresh stream 
of tears suddenly began to spill over onto her face. `How could I 
have wanted to marry him? He said I'd tainted the wedding vows. He said 
he couldn't believe anything I said any more. He 
looked at me as if I was some kind of monster!'


`I know,' said Esme soothingly.
`All this time we've been together,' said Milly, wiping
 her 
eyes, `we haven't really got to know each other, have we? Simon 
doesn't know me at all! And how can you marry someone if you 
don't know them? How can you? We should never even have got 
engaged. All along, it's just been-' She suddenly broke off, with a 
new thought. `Do you remember when he asked me to marry 
him? He had it all planned, the way he wanted it. He led me to 
this bench in his father's garden, and he had a diamond ring all 
ready in his pocket, and he'd even put a bloody bottle of champagne in 
the tree stump!'
'Darling-'
`But none of that was to do with me, was it? It was all
 to do 
with him. He wasn't thinking about me, even then.'
`Just like his father,' said Esme, with a sudden edge 
to her 
voice. Milly turned slightly in surprise.
`Do you
 know Harry, then?'
`I used to,' said Esme, 
brushing more briskly. `Not any more.'
`I always 
thought Harry was quite nice,' gulped Milly. `But 
then, what the hell do I know? I was completely wrong about Simon, 
wasn't I?' Her shoulders began to shake with sobs, and Esme 
stopped brushing.
`Darling, why don't you go to 
bed,' she suggested. She gathered 
Milly's hair into a blond tassle and let it fall. `You're overwrought, 
you're tired, you need a good night's sleep. Remember, you were 
up early; you've been to London and back. It's been quite a day.'
`I won't be able to sleep.' Milly looked up at Esme 
with tearstained cheeks, like a child.


`You will,' replied Esme calmly. `I put a little 
something into 
your drink. It should kick in soon.'
`Oh,' said 
Milly, in surprise. She stared into her mug for a 
moment, then drained it. `Do you give drugs to all your guests?'
`Only the very special ones,' said Esme, and gave Milly
 a serene 
smile.
As she finished the last of her scrambled 
eggs, Isobel sighed and 
leaned back in her chair.
`That was delicious. 
Thank you.' There was no response. She 
looked up. Olivia was drooping forward over her wine glass, her 
eyes closed. `Mummy?'
Olivia's eyes flicked open.
`You've finished,' she said in a dazed voice. `Would 
you like 
some more?'
`No thanks,' said Isobel. `Look, 
Mummy, why don't you go 
to bed? We'll have a lot to do in the morning.'
For
 a moment, Olivia stared at her blankly; then, as though 
suddenly jolted, she nodded.
`Yes,' she said. 
`You're right.' She sighed. `You know, just for 
a moment, I'd forgotten.'
`Go to bed,' repeated 
Isobel. 'I'll clear up.'
`But you-'
`I'm fine,' said Isobel firmly. `And anyway, I want to 
make a 
cup of tea. Go on.'
`Well, goodnight then,' said 
Olivia.
`Goodnight.'
Isobel
 watched as her mother left the room, then got up and 
filled the kettle. She was leaning against the sink, looking out into 
the dark, silent street, when suddenly there was the sound of a 
key in the lock.


`Milly?' she said. `Is that you?'
A moment later, the kitchen door opened and a strange 
young 
man came in. He was wearing a denim jacket and carrying a large 
bag and looked scruffier than most of the bed and breakfasters. 
Isobel stared at him curiously for an instant. Then, with a sudden 
start, she realized who he must be. A hot, molten fury began to 
rise inside her. So this was him. This was Alexander. The cause 
of it all.
`Well, hello,' he said, dumping his 
bag on the floor and grinning 
insouciantly. `You must be multilingual, multitalented Isobel.'
`I don't know how you dare come back in here,' said 
Isobel 
softly, trying to control her voice. `I don't know how you have 
the nerve.'
`I'm brave like that.' Alexander came
 close to her. `They didn't 
tell me you were beautiful, too.'
`Get away from 
me,' spat Isobel.
`That's not very friendly.'
`Friendly! You expect me to be friendly? After 
everything 
you've done to my sister?' Alexander looked up and grinned.
`So you know her little secret, do you?'
`The whole world knows her little secret, thanks to 
you!'
`What do you mean?' said Alexander 
innocently. `Has something happened?'
`Let me 
think,' said Isobel sarcastically. `Has something happened? Oh yes. The 
wedding's been cancelled. But I expect you 
already knew that.'
Alexander stared at her.
`You're joking.'


`Of course I'm not bloody joking!' cried Isobel. 
`The wedding's off. So congratulations, Alexander, you've achieved your 
aim. You've fucked up Milly's life completely. Not to mention 
the rest of us.'
`Jesus Christ!' Alexander ran a 
shaking hand through his hair. 
`Look, I never meant '
`No?' said Isobel 
furiously. `No? Well, you should have thought 
of that before you opened your big mouth. I mean, what did you 
think would happen?'
`Not this! Not this, for 
Christ's sake! Why the hell did she call 
off the wedding?'
`She didn't,' said Isobel. 
`Simon did.'
`What?' Alexander looked at her. 
`Why?'
`I think that's their business, don't 
you?' said Isobel in a harsh 
voice. `Let's just say that if no one had said anything about her 
first marriage, everything would still be OK. If you'd just kept 
quiet . . .' She broke off. `Oh, what's the point? You're a fucking 
psychopath.'
`I'm not!' said Alexander. `Jesus! I
 never wanted anyone to 
cancel any wedding. I just wanted to '
`To what? 
What did you want?'
`Nothing!' said Alexander. `I
 was just . . . stirring things a 
little.'
`God, you're pathetic!' said Isobel, 
staring at him. `You're just 
a pathetic, inadequate bully!' She looked at his bag. `You needn't 
think you're staying here tonight.'
`But my 
room's booked!'
`And now it's bloody well 
unbooked,' said Isobel, kicking his 
bag towards the door. `Do you know what you've done to my 
family? My mother's in shock, my sister's in tears ...'


`Look, I'm sorry, OK!' said Alexander, picking up 
his bag. 
`I'm sorry your sister's wedding's off. But you can't blame me!'
`We can, and we do,' said Isobel, opening the front 
door. `Now 
get out!'
`But I didn't do anything!' exclaimed 
Alexander angrily, stepping outside. `I just made a few jokes!'
`You call telling the vicar a fucking joke?' said 
Isobel furiously, 
and as Alexander opened his mouth to reply, she slammed the 
door.
Olivia walked up the stairs slowly, feeling
 a flat, dull sadness 
creep over her. The adrenalin of the early evening was gone; she 
felt weary and disappointed and prone to tears. It was all over. 
The goal to which she'd been working all this time had suddenly 
been lifted away, leaving nothing in its place.
No
 one else would ever understand quite how much of herself she'd put into
 Milly's wedding. Perhaps that had been her 
mistake. Perhaps she should have stood back, let Harry's people 
take over with their cool efficiency, and merely turned up on the 
day, groomed and politely interested. Olivia sighed. She couldn't 
have done it. She couldn't have watched as someone else put together her
 daughter's wedding. So she'd gathered herself up and 
taken the job on and spent many hours planning and thinking and 
organizing. And now she would never see the fruits of all her 
labour.
Isobel's accusing voice rang in her ears 
and she winced. Somewhere along the line she had become at cross 
purposes with the 
rest of the family. Somehow she had become vilified for wanting 
everything to be just so. Perhaps James was right; perhaps it had become
 an obsession. But she had only wanted everything to be 
perfect for Milly. For all of them. And now no one would ever 
realize that. They wouldn't see the results. They wouldn't experience 
the joyous, lavish day she'd planned. They would just remember all the 
fuss.


She stopped at Milly's bedroom door, which was 
slightly 
ajar, and found herself walking in. Milly's wedding dress was still 
hanging up in its cotton cover on the wardrobe door. When she 
closed her eyes, Olivia could still see Milly's face as she tried it 
on for the first time. It had been the seventh dress she'd tried; 
both of them had known immediately that this was the one. They'd 
stared silently at the mirror, then, meeting Milly's eye, Olivia had 
said slowly, `I think we'll have to have it. Don't you?'
Milly's measurements had been taken and somewhere in 
Nottingham the dress had carefully been made up again. Over the last 
few weeks it had been fitted again and again to Milly's figure. And 
now she would never wear it. Unable to stop herself, Olivia unzipped the
 wrapper, pulled out a little of the heavy satin and stared 
at it. From inside the cotton cover, a tiny iridescent pearl glinted 
at her. It was a truly beautiful dress. Olivia sighed, and before she 
could descend into maudlin grief, reached for the zip to close the 
wrapper again.
James, walking past the door, saw 
Olivia gazing mournfully at 
Milly's wedding dress and felt a stab of irritation. He stalked into 
Milly's room without pausing.
`For God's sake, 
Olivia,' he said brutally. `The wedding's off! 
It's off! Haven't you got that into your head yet?'
Olivia's head jerked up in shock and her hands began to
 tremble 
as she stuffed the dress back into its cover.
`Of
 course I have,' she said. `I was just '


`Just wallowing in self-pity,' said James 
sarcastically. `Just 
thinking about your perfectly organized wedding, which is now 
never going to happen.'
Olivia zipped up the 
cover and turned round.
`James, why are you 
behaving as though all this is my fault?' she 
said shakily. `Why am I suddenly the villain? I didn't push Milly into 
marriage. I didn't force her to have a wedding! She wanted one! All 
I did was to organize it for her as best I could.'
`Organize it for yourself, you mean!'
`Maybe,' said Olivia. `Partly. But what's so wrong with
 that?'
`Oh, I give up,' said James, his face 
white with anger. `I can't 
get through to you!' Olivia stared at him.
`I 
don't understand you, James,' she said. `I just don't understand. 
Weren't you ever happy that Milly was getting married?'
`I don't know,' said James. He walked stiffly over to 
the window. `Marriage. What the hell has marriage got to offer a young 
girl like Milly?'
`Happiness,' said Olivia after a
 pause. `A happy life with Simon.' James turned round and gave her a 
curious expression.
`You think marriage brings 
happiness, do you?'
`Of course I do!'
`Well, you must be a bigger optimist than I am.' He 
leaned back 
against the radiator, hunched his shoulders, and surveyed her with 
unreadable eyes.
`What do you mean?' said Olivia 
in a trembling voice. `James, 
what are you talking about?'
`What do you think 
I'm talking about?' said James.
The room seemed 
to ring with a still silence.
`Just look at us, 
Olivia,' said James at last. `An old married 
couple. Do we give each other happiness? Do we support each other? We 
haven't grown together over the years. We've grown 
apart.'


`No we haven't!' said Olivia in alarm. `We've been 
very happy 
together!'
James shook his head.
`We've been happy separately. You have your life and I 
have 
mine. You have your friends and I have mine. That's not what 
marriage is about.'
`We don't have separate 
lives,' said Olivia, a throb of panic in 
her voice.
`Oh come on, Olivia!' exclaimed James.
 `Admit it. You're more 
interested in your bed and breakfast guests than you are in me!'
`No I'm not,' said Olivia, flushing.
`Yes you are. They come first, I come second. Along 
with the 
rest of the family.'
`That's not fair!' cried 
Olivia at once. `I run the bed and breakfast for our family! To give us 
holidays. Little luxuries. You know 
that!'
`Well, perhaps other things are more 
important,' said James. 
Olivia looked at him uncertainly.
`Are you saying
 you want me to give up the bed and breakfast?'
`No!'
 said James impatiently. `I just ...'
`What?'
There was a long pause. Eventually James sighed. `I 
suppose,' 
he said slowly, `I just want you to need me.'
`I 
do need you,' said Olivia in a small voice.
`Do 
you?' A half-smile came to James's lips. `Olivia, when was 
the last time you confided in me? When was the last time you 
asked my advice?'


`You wouldn't be interested in anything I've got to 
say!' cried 
Olivia defensively. `Whenever I tell you anything, you get bored. 
You start to look out of the window. Or you read the paper. You 
behave as though nothing I've got to say is of any importance. And 
anyway, what about you? You never confide in me, either!'
`I try to!' said James angrily. `But you never bloody 
listen! 
You're always rabbiting on about the wedding. The wedding this, 
the wedding that. And before the wedding there was always something 
else. Rabbit, rabbit, rabbit! It drives me mad.'
There
 was silence.
`I know I run on a bit,' said 
Olivia at last. `My friends tell me. 
They say "Pipe down, Olivia, let someone else speak." And I pipe 
down.' She gulped. `But you've never said anything. You never 
seem to care one way or the other.'
James rubbed 
his face wearily. `Perhaps I don't,' he said. 'Perhaps I've got beyond 
caring. All I know is ...' He paused. `I can't 
go on like this.'
The words resounded round the 
tiny room like gas from a 
canister. Olivia felt the colour drain from her cheeks and a slow, 
frightening thud begin like a death knell in her stomach.
`James,' she said, before he could continue. `Please. 
Not tonight.'
James looked up and felt a jolt as 
he saw Olivia. Her cheeks 
were ashen, her lips were trembling, and her eyes were full of a 
deep dread.
`Olivia ' he began.
`If you have something you want to say to me ' Olivia 
swallowed '-then please don't say it tonight.' She began to back jerkily
 away, not looking him in the eye. `Not tonight,' she whispered, and 
groped behind her for the door handle. `I just . . . I just 
couldn't bear anything more tonight.'


Rupert sat at his desk in chambers, staring out of 
the window at the 
dark, silent night. On the desk in front of him was a list of phone 
numbers, some now crossed out or amended; some newly scribbled down. 
He'd spent the last two hours on the phone, talking to 
people he'd thought he would never speak to again. An old friend 
of Allan's from Keble, now at Christ Church. An old tutorial partner of 
his, now working in Birmingham. Half-remembered acquaintances, friends 
of friends, names he couldn't even put to faces. 
No one knew where Allan was.
But this last phone 
call had given him hope. He'd spoken to an 
English professor at Leeds, who had known Allan at Manchester.
`He left Manchester suddenly,' he'd said.
`So I gather,' said Rupert, who had already jotted this
 information down three or four times. `Do you have any idea where 
he went?' There was a pause.
`Exeter,' the 
professor said eventually. `That's right. Exeter. I 
know, because around a year later, he wrote to me and asked me 
to send him a book. The address was Exeter. I may even have typed 
it into my electronic organizer.'
`Could you ...'
 Rupert had said, hardly daring to hope. `Do 
you think . . .'
`Here we are,' the professor had
 said. `St David's House.'
`What's that?' said 
Rupert, staring at the address. `A college?'
`I 
haven't heard of it,' the professor had replied. `Perhaps it's 
a new hall of residence.'
Rupert had put the 
phone down and immediately called Di rectory Enquiries. Now he looked at
 the telephone number written in front of him. Slowly he picked up the 
phone and tapped it 
in. Perhaps Allan would still be there. Perhaps he would answer 
the phone himself. A strong pounding began in Rupert's chest; his 
fingers felt slippery around the telephone receiver. He felt almost 
sick with apprehension.


`Hello?' A young male voice answered. `St David's 
House.'
`Hello,' said Rupert, gripping the 
receiver tightly. `I'd like to 
speak to Allan Kepinski, please.'
`Just a second,
 please.'
There was a long silence, then another 
young male voice came 
on the line.
`You wanted to speak to Allan.'
`Yes.'
`May I ask who's 
calling?'
`My name's Rupert.'
`Rupert Carr?'
`Yes,' said 
Rupert. His hand gripped the receiver tightly. `Is 
Allan there?'
`Allan left St David's House five 
years ago,' said the young 
man. `He went back to the States.'
`Oh,' said 
Rupert. `Oh.' He gazed blankly at the phone. It had 
never even occurred to him that Allan would go back to the States.
`Rupert, are you in London?' the young man was saying.
 
`Could we meet up tomorrow by any chance? Allan left a letter 
for you.'
`Really?' said Rupert. `For me?' His 
heart began to pound in 
sudden exhilaration. It wasn't too late. Allan still wanted him. 
He would call him up; he would fly to the States if need be. And 
then-


Suddenly his attention was distracted by a sound at 
the door, 
and his head jerked up. Standing in the doorway, watching him, 
was Tom. Rupert's cheeks began to flush red.
`Mangetout
 on Drury Lane. At twelve,' the young man was 
saying. `I'll be wearing black jeans. My name's Martin, by the 
way. 
'OK,' said Rupert hurriedly. `Bye, Martin.'
He put the phone down and looked at Tom. Humiliation 
began to creep slowly through him.
`Who's 
Martin?' said Tom pleasantly. `A friend of yours?'
`Go away,' said Rupert. `Leave me alone.'
`I've been with Francesca,' said Tom. `She's very 
upset. As you 
can imagine.' He sat down casually on Rupert's desk and picked up 
a brass paperweight. `This little outburst of yours has quite thrown 
her.'
`But it hasn't thrown you,' said Rupert 
aggressively.
`As a matter of fact,' said Tom, 
`it hasn't. I've come across this 
kind of confusion before.' He smiled at Rupert. `You're not alone. 
I'm with you. Francesca's willing to stand by you. We'll all help 
you. 
`Help me do what? Repent? Confess in 
public?'
`I understand your anger,' said Tom. 
`It's a form of shame.'
`It's not! I'm not 
ashamed!'
`Whatever you've done in the past can 
be wiped clean,' said 
Tom. `You can start again.'
Rupert stared at Tom.
 Into his mind came his house; his life 
with Francesca, his comfortable, happy existence. Everything he 
could have once more if he lied about just one thing.
`I can't,' he said. `I just can't. I'm not who you all 
think I am. 
I was in love with a man. Not misguided, not led astray. In love.'


`Platonic love-'
`Not 
platonic love!' cried Rupert. `Sexual love! Can't you understand that, 
Tom? I loved a man sexually.'
`You committed acts
 with him.'
`Yes.'
`Acts 
which you know to be abhorrent to the Lord.'
`We 
didn't do anybody any harm!' cried Rupert desperately. 
`We did nothing wrong!'
`Rupert!' exclaimed Tom, 
standing up. `Can you hear yourself? 
Of course you did yourself harm. You did yourself the gravest 
harm. You committed perhaps the most odious sin known to 
mankind! You can wipe it clean but only if you repent. Only if 
you acknowledge the evil which you've done.'
`It 
wasn't evil,' said Rupert in a shaking voice. `It was beauti- 
ful.I
`In the eyes of the Lord,' said Tom coldly,
 `it was repugnant. 
Repugnant!'
'It was love!' cried Rupert. He stood
 up, so that his eyes were 
level with Tom's. `Can't you understand that?'
`No,'
 snapped Tom. `I'm afraid I can't.'
`You can't 
understand how two men could possibly love each 
other.'
`No!'
Slowly 
Rupert leaned forward. Fronds of his hair touched 
Tom's forehead.
`Are you really repulsed by the 
idea?' he whispered. `Or just 
afraid of it?'
Like a cat, Tom leapt backwards.
`Get away from me!' he shouted, his face contorted 
with disgust. `Get away!'


`Don't worry,' said Rupert. `I'm going.'
`Where?'
`Do you care, Tom? Do 
you really care?'
There was silence. With 
trembling hands, Rupert picked up 
his papers and thrust them into his briefcase. Tom watched him 
without moving.
`You know you're damned,' he 
said, as Rupert picked up his 
coat. `Damned to hell.'
`I know,' said Rupert. 
And without looking back he opened 
the door and walked out.


 


CHAPTER TWELVE
a 
thumping headache and grey-green nausea. 
She lay perfectly still, trying to keep calm; trying to exercise 
mind over matter until a sudden urge to throw up propelled her 
from her bed, out of her bedroom door and across the hall to the 
bathroom.
`It's a hangover,' she told the 
bathroom mirror. But her reflection looked unconvinced. She rinsed out 
her mouth, sat down 
on the side of the bath and rested her head on her hand. Another 
day older. Another day more developed. Perhaps it had features 
by now. Perhaps it had little hands, little toes. It was a boy. Or a 
girl. A little person. Growing inside her; looking forward to life.
Another wave of sickness swept through her and she 
clamped 
her hand to her mouth. She felt ill with indecision. She couldn't 
come to a conclusion, couldn't even shape the arguments within her mind.
 Rationality battled with urges she'd never known she 
had; with every day her mind seemed to weaken a little. The obvious 
decision now seemed less obvious; the logical views she'd 
once readily espoused seemed to be crumbling under a sea of foolish 
emotion.


She stood up, tottering slightly, and walked slowly 
back onto 
the landing. There were sounds coming from the kitchen and 
she decided to go down and make herself a cup of tea. James was 
standing by the Aga as she walked in, dressed in his work suit and 
reading the paper.
`Morning,' he said. `Cup of 
tea?'
`I'd love one,' said Isobel. She sat down 
at the table and studied her fingers. James put a mug of tea in front of
 her and she 
took a sip, then frowned. `I think I'll have some sugar in this.'
`You don't normally take sugar,' said James in 
surprise.
`No,' said Isobel. `Well. Maybe I do 
now.' She heaped two 
spoons of sugar into her mug, then sipped pleasurably, feeling the 
hot sweetness seep slowly through her body.
`So,'
 said James. `Milly was right.'
`Yes.' Isobel 
stared down into the milky brownness of her tea. 
`Milly was right.'
`And the father?'
Isobel said nothing.
`I see.' 
James cleared his throat. `Have you decided what you're 
going to do? I suppose it's early days, still.'
`Yes,
 it is early days. And no, I haven't decided.' Isobel looked 
up. `I suppose you think I should get rid of it, don't you? Forget 
it ever happened and resume my glittering career.'
`Not necessarily,' said James, after a pause. `Not 
unless '


`My exciting career,' said Isobel bitterly. `My 
wonderful life 
of aeroplanes and hotel rooms and foreign businessmen trying to 
chat me up because I'm always on my own.' James stared at her.
`Don't you enjoy your work? I 
thought-we all thought 
you enjoyed it.'
`I do,' said Isobel, `most of 
the time. But sometimes I get lonely 
and sometimes I get tired and sometimes I feel like giving up 
for ever. Just like most people.' She took a sip of tea. `Sometimes 
I wish I'd just got married and had three kids and lived in divorced 
bliss.'
`I had no idea, darling,' said James, 
frowning. `I thought you 
liked being a career girl.'
`I'm not a career 
girl,' said Isobel, putting down her mug 
loudly. `I'm a person. With a career.'
`I didn't 
mean-'
`You did!' said Isobel exasperatedly. 
`That's all you think I am, 
isn't it? My career and nothing else. You've forgotten all about 
the rest of me.'
`No!' said James. `I wouldn't 
forget about the rest of you.'
`Yes you would,' 
said Isobel. `Because I do. Frequently.'
There 
was a pause. Isobel reached for a packet of cornflakes, 
looked inside, sighed and put it down. James took a final sip of tea 
then reached for his briefcase.
`I must go, I'm 
afraid.'
`You're really going to work today?'
`I don't have much choice. There's a lot going on at 
the moment. If I don't show my face, I may find my job gone tomorrow. 
`Really?' Isobel looked up, shocked.


`Not really.' James gave her a half-grin. 
`Nevertheless, I do have 
to go in.'
`I'm sorry,' said Isobel. `I had no 
idea.'
`No,' said James. `Well.' He paused. `You 
weren't to know. I 
haven't been exactly forthcoming about it.'
`I 
suppose there's been enough going on at home.'
`You
 could say that,' said James. Isobel grinned at him.
`I bet you're glad to get away from it all, really.'
`I'm not getting away from anything,' said James. 
`Harry Pinnacle's already been on the phone to me this morning, 
requesting 
a meeting at lunchtime. No doubt to talk about the costs of this 
whole fiasco.' He pulled a face. `Harry Pinnacle snaps his fingers 
and the rest of the world has to jump.'
`Oh 
well,' said Isobel. `Good luck.'
By the door, 
James paused.
`Who would you have married, 
anyway?' he said. `And had 
your three kids with?'
`I dunno,' said Isobel. 
`Who was I going out with? Dan 
Williams, I suppose.' James groaned.
`Darling, I 
think you made the right choice.' He suddenly 
stopped himself. `I mean the baby isn't ...'
`No,'
 said Isobel, giggling in spite of herself. `Don't worry. 
It's not his.'
Simon woke feeling shattered. His 
head ached, his eyes were 
sore, his chest felt heavy with misery. From behind the curtains 
was coming a sparkling shaft of winter sunlight; from downstairs 
wafted the mingled smells of the wood fire burning in the hall and 
freshly ground coffee in the breakfast room. But nothing could soothe 
his grief, his disappointment and, above all, his sharp sense 
of failure.


The angry words he had spat at Milly the night 
before still circled his mind with as much clarity as though he had 
uttered them 
only five minutes ago. Like a scene learned from a play. A scene 
which, it now seemed, he should in some way have predicted. 
A stab of mortified pain hit him in the chest, and he turned over, 
burying his head under the pillow. Why hadn't he seen this coming? Why 
had he ever let himself believe he could achieve a happy 
marriage? Why couldn't he just accept the fact that he was an allround 
failure? He'd failed dismally at business and now he'd failed 
at marriage, too. At least, thought Simon bitterly, his father had 
actually made it to the altar. At least his father hadn't been let 
down, two nights before his bloody wedding day.
An
 image came to him of Milly's face the night before: red, 
tear-stained, desperate with unhappiness. And for a moment he 
felt himself weakening. For a moment he felt like calling her up. 
Telling her he still loved her, that he still wanted to marry her. 
He would kiss her poor swollen lips; take her to bed; try to forget all 
that was past. The temptation was there. If he was honest 
with himself, the temptation was huge.
But he 
couldn't do it. How could he marry Milly now? How 
could he listen to her making promises she'd made before to someone 
else; spend the rest of his life wondering what other secrets 
she might be concealing? This was no small rift that might be 
patched up and healed. This was a gaping, jagged chasm which 
changed the whole order of things; turned their relationship into 
something he no longer recognized.
Without 
meaning to, he recalled the summer evening when 
he'd asked her to marry him. She'd behaved impeccably: crying a little, 
laughing a little; exclaiming over the ring he'd given her. 
But what had she really been thinking? Had she been laughing at 
him? Had she ever taken their intended marriage seriously? Did 
she share any of his ideals at all?


For a few minutes he lay miserably still, tormenting
 himself 
with images of Milly, trying to reconcile what he now knew 
about her with his memories of her as his fiancee. She was beautiful, 
sweet, charming. She was untrustworthy, secretive, dishonest. 
The worst thing was, she hadn't even seemed to realize what she'd 
done. She'd dismissed it, as though being married to another man 
were a trifling matter, to be brushed over and ignored.
An angry hurt began to throb inside him, and he sat up,
 trying 
to clear his mind; trying to think of other things. He pulled open 
the curtains and, without seeing the beautiful view before him, 
quickly began to get dressed. He would throw himself into work, 
he told himself. He would start again, and he would get over this. 
It might take time, but he would get over it.
Briskly,
 he walked downstairs, and into the breakfast room. 
Harry was sitting at the table, hidden behind a newspaper.
`Morning,' he said.
`Morning,' 
said Simon. He looked up suspiciously, ready to 
detect a note of mocking or ridicule in his father's voice. But his 
father was looking up at him with what seemed genuine concern.
`So,' he said, as Simon sat down. `Are you going to 
tell me what 
this is all about?'
`The wedding's off.'
`So I gather. But why? Or don't you want to tell me?'
Simon said nothing, but reached for the coffee pot. He
 had 
stormed in the night before, too angry and humiliated to talk to anyone.
 He was still humiliated; still angry; still inclined to keep 
Milly's betrayal to himself. On the other hand, misery was a lonely 
emotion.


`She's already married,' he said abruptly. There was
 a crackling sound as Harry thrust down his paper.
`Already married? To who, for God's sake?'
`Some gay American. She met him ten years ago. He 
wanted to 
stay in the country, so she married him as a favour. As a favour!'
`Well, thank God for that,' said Harry. `I thought you
 meant 
really married.' He took a sip of coffee. `So what's the problem? 
Can't she get a divorce?'
`The problem?' said 
Simon, gazing at his father incredulously. 
`The problem is that she lied to me!' The problem is that I can't 
trust anything else she says! I thought she was one person and 
now I've discovered she's someone else. She's not the Milly I 
knew.'
Harry stared at him in silence.
`Is that it?' he said at last. `Is that the only reason
 it's all off? 
The fact that Milly married some dodgy guy, ten years ago?'
`Isn't that enough?'
`Of course 
it's not enough!' said Harry furiously. `It's not 
nearly enough! I thought there was something really wrong between you.'
`There is! She lied to me!'
`I'm
 not surprised if this is the way you're reacting.'
`How do you expect me to react?' said Simon. `We had a 
relationship built on trust. Now I can't trust her any more.' He closed 
his eyes. `It's finished.'
`Simon, just who the 
fuck do you think you are?' exclaimed Harry. `The Archbishop of 
Canterbury? Why does it matter if 
she lied to you? She's told you the truth now, hasn't she?'


`Only because she had to.'
`So
 what?'
`So it was perfect before this happened!'
 shouted Simon desperately. `Everything was perfect! And now it's 
ruined!'
`Oh grow up!' thundered Harry. Simon's 
chin jerked up in 
shock. `Just grow up, Simon! And for once in your life stop behaving 
like a self-indulgent, spoilt brat. So your perfect relationship isn't 
as perfect as you thought. So what? Does that mean you 
have to chuck it away?,
`You don't understand.'
`I understand perfectly. You want to bask in your 
perfect marriage, with your perfect wife and kids, and gloat at the rest
 of the 
world! Don't you? And now you've found a flaw, you can't stand 
it. Well, stand it. Simon! Stand it! Because the world is full of 
flaws. And frankly, what you had with Milly was about as good as 
it gets.'
'And what the hell would you know about
 it?' said Simon savagely. He stood up. `What the hell would you know 
about successful relationships? Why should I respect a single word you 
say?'
`Because I'm your fucking father!'
`Yes,' said Simon bitterly. `And don't I know it.' He 
kicked 
back his chair, turned on his heel and stalked out of the room, 
leaving Harry staring after him, cursing under his breath.
At nine o'clock, there was a ring at the doorbell. 
Isobel, who had 
just come down into the kitchen, screwed up her face. She padded 
out into the hall and opened the front door. A large white van was 
parked outside the house and a man was standing on the 
doorstep, surrounded by white boxes.


`Wedding cake delivery,' he said. `Name of Havill.'
`Oh God,' said Isobel, staring at the boxes. `Oh God.'
 She bent 
down, lifted one of the cardboard lids, and caught a glimpse of 
smooth white icing; the edge of a sugar rose. `Look,' she said, 
standing up again. `Thank you very much. But there's been a slight 
change of plan.'
`Is this the wrong address?' 
said the man. He squinted at his 
piece of paper. `One Bertram Street.'
`No, it's 
the right address,' said Isobel. `It's the right address.'
She gazed past him at the van, feeling suddenly 
depressed. Today should have been a happy day, full of excitement and 
anticipation and bustling, last-minute preparations. Not this.
`The thing is,' she said, `we don't need a wedding cake
 any 
more. Can you take it away again?'
The man gave a
 sarcastic laugh.
`Carry this lot around in my 
van all day? I don't think so!'
`But we don't 
need it.'
`I'm afraid, my dear, that's not my 
problem. You ordered it 
if you want to return it, that's between you and the company. 
Now, if you could just sign here' he thrust a pen at her 'I'll 
get the rest of the boxes.' Isobel's head jerked up.
`The rest? How many are there, for God's sake?'
`Ten in all,' said the man, consulting his piece of 
paper. 'Including pillars and accessories.'
`Ten,'
 echoed Isobel disbelievingly.
`It's a lot of 
cake,' said the man.
`Yes,' said Isobel, as he 
disappeared back to the van. 'Especially between four of us.'


By the time Olivia appeared on the stairs, the white
 boxes had 
been neatly piled in a corner of the hall.
`I 
didn't know what else to do with them,' said Isobel, coming out of the 
kitchen.
She glanced at her mother and blanched. 
Olivia's face was a 
savage mix of bright paint and deathly white skin. She was clinging 
tightly to the banisters and looked as though she might keel 
over at any moment.
`Are you OK, Mummy?' she 
said.
'I'll be fine,' said Olivia with a strange 
brightness. `I didn't get 
much sleep.'
`I shouldn't think any of us did,' 
said Isobel. `We should all go 
back to bed.'
`Yes, well. We can't, can we?' said
 Olivia. She smiled tautly 
at Isobel. `We've got a wedding to cancel. We've got phone calls 
to make. I've made a list!'
Isobel winced.
`Mummy, I know this is really hard for you,' she said.
`It's no harder for me than anyone else,' said Olivia,
 lifting 
her chin. `Why should it be harder for me? After all, it's not the 
end of the world, is it? After all, it was just a wedding!'
`Just a wedding,' said Isobel. `To be honest, I don't 
think such 
a thing exists.'
Mid-morning, there was a knock 
on Milly's door.
`Are you awake?' said Esme. 
'Isobel's on the phone.'
`Oh,' said Milly 
dazedly, sitting up and pushing her hair back off her face. Her head 
felt heavy; her voice sounded like a 
stranger's. She looked at Esme and tried to smile. But her face 
felt dry and old and her brain felt as though it was missing a cog. 
What was going on, anyway? Why was she at Esme's house?


`I'll get the cordless phone,' said Esme, and 
disappeared.
Milly sank back on her pillow and 
stared at Esme's pistachio 
ceiling, wondering why she felt so lightheaded, so unreal. And 
then, with a dart of shock, she remembered. The wedding was 
off.
The wedding was off. She ran the idea 
experimentally round 
her head, waiting for a stab of grief, a renewed rush of tears. But 
this morning her eyes were dry. Her mind was calm; the sharp 
emotions of the night before had been rounded over by sleep. 
She felt more startled than upset; more disquieted than griefstricken. 
She could scarcely believe it. The wedding-her huge, 
immovable wedding wasn't going to happen. How could it not 
happen? How could the centre of her life simply disappear? She 
felt as though the peak to which she'd been climbing had suddenly 
vanished, and she'd been left, clinging to the rocks and peering 
disorientedly over the edge.
`Here you are,' said
 Esme, suddenly appearing by her bed. 
`Would you like some coffee?'
Milly nodded, and 
took the phone.
`Hi,' she said in a scratchy 
voice.
`Hi,' came Isobel's voice down the line. 
`Are you OK?'
`Yes,' said Milly. `I suppose so.'
`You haven't heard from Simon?'
`No.'
 Milly's voice quickened. `Why? Has he-'
`No,' 
said Isobel hurriedly. `No, he hasn't. I just wondered. In 
case. 


`Oh,' said Milly. `Well, no. I've been asleep. I 
haven't spoken 
to anyone.'
There was a pause. Milly watched as 
Esme pulled back the 
curtains and fastened them with thick braided tie-backs. The day 
was bright, sparkling with frost. Esme smiled at Milly, then walked 
softly out of the room.
`Isobel, I'm really 
sorry,' said Milly slowly. `For landing you 
in it like that.'
`Oh, that,' said Isobel. `Don't
 worry. That doesn't matter.'
`I just got 
rattled. I just Well. You know what it was like.'
`Of
 course I do. I would have done exactly the same.'
`No you wouldn't,' said Milly, grinning faintly. 
`You've got a 
zillion times more self-control than me.'
`Well, 
anyway, don't worry,' said Isobel. `It hasn't been a problem.'
`Really? Hasn't Mummy been lecturing you all day?'
`She hasn't had time,' said Isobel. `We're all too 
busy.'
`Oh,' said Milly, wrinkling her brow. 
`Doing what?'
There was silence.
`Cancelling the wedding,' said Isobel eventually, her 
voice full 
of distress.
`Oh,' said Milly again. Something 
heavy sank inside her stomach. `Oh, I see. Of course.'
`Oh God, Milly, I'm sorry,' said Isobel. `I thought you
 would 
realize.'
`I did,' said Milly. `I do. Of course 
you have to cancel it.'
`That's partly why I 
phoned,' said Isobel. `I know this is a dreadful time to ask. But is 
there anyone else I need to call? Anyone 
who isn't in the red book?'


`I don't know,' said Milly. She swallowed. `Who have
 you 
told already?'
`About half our guests,' said 
Isobel. 'Up to the Madisons. 
Harry's people are doing his lot.'
`Wow,' said 
Milly, feeling stupid, irrational tears coming to 
her eyes. `You didn't hang about, did you?'
`We 
couldn't!' said Isobel. `Some people would have been 
setting off already. We had to put them off.'
`I 
know,' said Milly. She took a deep breath. `I know. I'm just 
being stupid. So. How are you doing it?'
`We're going down the list in the red book. 
Everybody 
everybody's being really nice about it.'
`What 
are you telling them?' said Milly, winding the sheet 
round her fingers.
`We've said you're ill,' said 
Isobel. `We didn't know what else 
to say.'
`Do they believe you?'
`I don't know. Some of them.'
There
 was silence.
'OK,' said Milly at last. `Well, if
 I think of anyone I'll call 
you. 
`When are you coming back home?'
`I don't know,' said Milly. She closed her eyes and 
thought of 
her room at home. Presents and cards everywhere; her honeymoon 
case open on the floor; her wedding dress hanging up in the corner, 
shrouded like a ghost. `Not yet,' she said. `Not until-'
`No,' said Isobel after a pause. `Fair enough. Well, 
look. I'll 
come round and see you. When I've finished.'
`Isobel-thanks.
 For doing all this.'


`No problem,' said Isobel. `I expect you'll do the 
same for me 
one day.'
`Yes.' Milly managed a wan smile. `I 
expect so.'
She put the phone down. When she 
looked up, she saw Esme 
at the door. She was holding a tray and looking thoughtfully at 
Milly.
`Coffee,' she said, putting the tray down.
 `To celebrate.'
`Celebrate?' said Milly 
disbelievingly.
`Your escape.' Esme came forward,
 holding two porcelain 
mugs. `Your escape from matrimony.'
`It doesn't 
feel like an escape,' said Milly.
`Of course it 
doesn't,' exclaimed Esme. `Not yet. But it will. 
Just think, Milly you're no longer tied down. You can do anything you 
choose. You're an independent woman!'
`I 
suppose,' said Milly. She stared miserably into her coffee. `I 
suppose. 
`Don't brood, darling!' said Esme. 
`Don't think about it. Drink 
your coffee and watch some nice television. And then we're going 
out for lunch.'
The restaurant was large and 
empty, save for a few single men, 
reading newspapers over their coffee. Rupert gazed about awkwardly, 
wondering which one was Martin. Black jeans, he'd said. 
But most of them were wearing black jeans. He felt over-smart 
in his own suit and expensive shirt.
After he'd 
left chambers the night before, he'd walked mindlessly for a while. 
Then, as morning began to approach, he had 
checked into a seedy Bayswater hotel. He had lain awake, staring up at 
the stained ceiling. After breakfast at a cafe he'd taken a 
taxi home and crept into the house, praying that Francesca would 
already have left. Feeling like a burglar, he'd taken a shower, shaved 
and changed his clothes. He'd made a cup of coffee and drunk it 
in the kitchen, staring out into the garden, then had put the mug in 
the dishwasher, looked at the clock and picked up his briefcase. 
Familiar actions; an automatic routine. He had felt, for an instant, 
almost as though his life were carrying on as before.


But his life was not the same as before. It would 
never be 
the same as before. His soul had been wrenched open and the 
truth had been pulled out, and now he had to decide what to 
do with it.
`Rupert?' A voice interrupted his 
thoughts and he looked up. 
Standing up at a nearby table was a young man dressed in black 
jeans. He had close cropped hair and a single ear-ring and looked 
very obviously homosexual. In spite of himself, a shiver of dismay 
went through Rupert and he cautiously advanced.
`Hello,'
 he said, aware that he sounded pompous. `How do 
you do.'
`We spoke on the phone,' said the young 
man. His voice was 
soft and singsong. `I'm Martin.'
`Yes,' said 
Rupert, clutching his briefcase tight. He felt suddenly petrified. Here 
was homosexuality. Here was his own hidden, unspoken side, duplicated in
 front of him for all to see.
He sat down, and 
shifted his chair slightly away from the table.
`It
 was good of you to come up to London,' he said stiffly.
`Not at all,' said Martin. `I'm up at least once a 
week. And if 
it's important . . .' He spread his hands.
`Yes,'
 said Rupert. He began to study the menu intently. He would take the 
letter and if possible a telephone number for Allan, then leave, as soon
 as possible.


`I think I'll have a cup of coffee,' he said, not 
looking up. `A 
double espresso.'
`I've been waiting for your 
call,' Martin said. `Allan told me a 
great deal about you. I always hoped that one day you might start 
to look for him.'
`What did he tell you?' Rupert 
raised his head slowly. Martin 
shrugged.
`Everything.'
A 
fiery red came to Rupert's cheeks and he put the menu down 
on the table. He looked at Martin, ready for a surge of humiliation. But
 Martin's eyes were kind; he looked as though he wanted 
to understand. Rupert cleared his throat.
`When 
did you meet him?'
`Six years ago,' said Martin.
`Did you . . . have a relationship with him?'
`Yes,' said Martin. `We had a very close relationship.'
`I see.'
`I don't think you 
do.' Martin paused. `We weren't lovers. I 
was his counsellor.'
`Oh,' said Rupert 
confusedly. `Was he-'
`He was ill,' said Martin, 
and looked straight at Rupert.
A flash of deadly 
understanding passed through Rupert and he 
lowered his eyes. So here it was, without warning. His sentence; 
the end of the cycle. He had sinned, and now he was being punished. He 
had committed unspeakable acts. Now he was to suffer an unspeakable 
disease.
`AIDS,' he said calmly.


`No,' said Martin, the tiniest note of scorn 
creeping into his 
voice. `Not AIDS. Leukaemia. He had leukaemia.'
Rupert's
 eyes jerked up, to see Martin staring sadly at him. He 
felt suddenly sick, as though he'd entered a nightmare. White stars 
began to dance around his field of vision.
`I'm 
afraid so,' said Martin. `Allan died, four years ago.'


 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
there was silence. A waiter came up and Martin 
discreetly ordered, while Rupert stared ahead with glassy eyes, 
trying to contain his pain. He felt as though something inside him 
was splitting apart; as though his whole body was filling up with 
grief and guilt. Allan was dead. Allan was gone. He was too late.
`Are you OK?' said Martin in a low voice.
Rupert nodded, unable to speak.
`I
 can't tell you much about his death, I'm afraid. It happened 
in the States. His parents came over and took him home. I understand it 
was quite peaceful at the end.'
`His parents,' 
said Rupert in a cracked voice. `He hated his 
parents.'
`They came to an understanding. 
Everything changed, of 
course, when Allan became ill. I met them when they came over. They were
 decent, compassionate people.' He looked up at Rupert. `Did you ever 
meet them?'


`No,' said Rupert. `I never met them.'
He closed his eyes and imagined the two elderly people 
Allan 
had described to him; imagined Allan being carted back to a 
town he'd always hated, in order to die. A fresh pain swept over 
him and suddenly he felt as though he might break down.
`Don't think it,' said Martin.
`What?'
 Rupert opened his eyes.
`What you're thinking. 
What everybody thinks. If only I'd 
known he was going to die. Of course you would have done things 
differently. Of course you would. But you didn't know. You 
couldn't have known.'
`What ...' Rupert licked 
his lips. `What did he say about 
me?'
`He said he loved you. He said he thought 
you loved him. But 
he wasn't angry any more.' Martin leaned forward and took Rupert's hand.
 `It's important you understand that, Rupert,' he said 
earnestly. `He wasn't angry with you.'
A waiter 
suddenly appeared at the table, carrying two cups of 
coffee.
`Thank you,' said Martin, without taking 
his hand from Rupert's. Rupert saw the waiter's gaze run over the pair 
of them, 
and, in spite of it all, stiffened slightly.
`Will
 there be anything else?' said the waiter.
`No 
thank you,' said Rupert. He met the waiter's friendly eye 
and a painful embarrassment flooded him like hot water. He felt 
like running for cover; denying everything. But instead he forced 
himself to leave his hand calmly in Martin's. As though it were 
normal.


`I know this is hard for you,' said Martin as the 
waiter left. 
`On all levels.'
`I'm married,' said Rupert 
roughly. `That's how hard it is.' 
Martin nodded slowly.
`Allan thought you might 
be.'
`I suppose he despised me,' said Rupert, 
gazing into his cup of 
coffee. `I suppose you despise me, too.'
`No,' 
said Martin. `You don't understand. Allan hoped you were 
married. He hoped you were with a woman, rather than-' Rupert looked up.
`Rather than a man?' Martin nodded.
`He agonized over whether to contact you. He didn't 
want to 
rock the boat if you were happy with a woman. But equally, he 
couldn't face discovering that you were with some other man. 
What he wanted to believe was that if you had ever changed your 
mind, you would have come back to him first.'
`Of
 course I would,' said Rupert, his voice trembling slightly. 
`He knew I would. He knew me like no other human being has 
ever known me.'
Martin shrugged diplomatically.
`Your wife '
`My wife!' 
exclaimed Rupert. He looked at Martin with pained 
eyes. `My wife doesn't know me! We met, we went out to dinner 
a few times, we took a holiday together, we got married. I see her 
for about an hour every day, if that. With Allan it was-'
`More intense.'
`It was all day 
and all night,' said Rupert. He closed his eyes. 
`It was every hour and every minute and every single thought and 
fear and hope.'


There was silence. When Rupert opened his eyes, 
Martin was 
pulling a letter out of his bag.
`Allan left you 
this,' he said. `In case you ever came looking.'
`Thank
 you,' said Rupert. He took the envelope and looked at 
it silently for a few moments. There was his name, written beautifully 
in Allan's handwriting. He could almost hear Allan's voice, 
speaking to him. He blinked a few times, then tucked the letter 
away in his jacket. `Do you have a mobile phone?' he said.
`Sure,' said Martin, reaching into his pocket.
`There's someone else who needs to know about this,' 
said Rupert. He tapped in a number, listened for a moment, then switched
 
the phone off. `Busy,' he said.
`Who is it you're
 going to tell?' asked Martin.
`Milly,' said 
Rupert. `The girl he married to stay in Britain.'
Martin
 frowned.
`Allan told me about Milly,' he said. 
`But she ought to know. 
He wrote to her.'
`Well if he did, she never got 
the letter,' said Rupert. 'Because she doesn't know.' He tapped in the 
number again. `And she 
needs to.'
Isobel put down the telephone and ran a
 hand through her hair. 
`That was Aunt jean,' she said. `She wanted to know what we're 
going to do with the present she sent.'
She 
leaned back in her chair and surveyed the cluttered kitchen 
table. Lists of names, address books and telephone books were 
spread over the surface, each covered in a pattern of brown coffee 
cup rings and sandwich crumbs. Shoe boxes filled with wedding bumf, 
brochures and catalogues were stacked high on a kitchen 
chair: from one box protruded a glossy black and white print; from 
another had spilled a length of lace. Open in front of her was a 
sample bag of pastel-coloured sugared almonds.


`It takes so long to put a wedding together,' she 
said, reaching 
out for a handful. `Months and months of time and effort. And then 
it takes about five seconds to dismantle it all. Like jumping on a 
sandcastle.' She crunched on the sugar almonds, and pulled a face. 
`God, these things are disgusting. I'm going to break my teeth.'
`I'm very sorry, Andrea,' Olivia was saying into her 
mobile 
phone. `Yes, I do realize that Derek bought a morning suit especially. 
Please give him my apologies . . . Yes, perhaps you're right. 
Perhaps a lounge suit would have done just as well.' There was a 
pause and her hand tensed around the phone. `No, they haven't set 
a new date as yet. Yes, I'll let you know . . . Well, if he wants to 
take it back to the shop, then that's really up to him. Yes, dear, 
goodbye.'
She turned the phone off with a 
trembling hand, ticked off a 
name and reached for the red book. `Right,' she said. `Now, who's 
next?'
`Why don't you take a break?' said Isobel.
 `You look whacked.'
`No, darling,' said Olivia. 
`I'd rather carry on. After all, it's 
got to be done, hasn't it?' She smiled brightly at Isobel. `We can't 
all just sit around feeling sorry for ourselves, can we?'
`No,' said Isobel. `I suppose not.' She stretched her 
arms into 
the air. `God, my neck's aching from all this phoning.'
As she spoke, the phone rang again. She pulled a face 
at Olivia 
and picked it up.
`Hello?' she said. `Oh, hello. 
Yes, it is true, I'm afraid. Yes, I'll give her your best wishes. OK 
then. Bye.' She slammed the 
phone down, then took it off the hook.


`Everyone has to ring back and gloat,' she said 
irritably. `They 
all know she isn't ill.'
`Perhaps we should have 
given some other excuse,' said Olivia, 
rubbing her brow.
`It doesn't matter what excuse 
we give,' said Isobel. `They'll 
all guess. Horrible people.' She pulled a face. `Bloody Aunt jean 
wants us to send her present back straight away. She's going to 
another wedding in two weeks' time and she wants to use it. 
I'm going to tell her we thought it was so hideous we threw it 
away. 
`No,' said Olivia. She closed her eyes. 
`We must try to act 
with dignity and poise.'
`Must we?' Isobel peered
 at Olivia. `Mummy, are you OK? 
You're acting very weirdly.'
`I'm fine,' 
whispered Olivia.
`Well, OK,' said Isobel 
doubtfully. She looked down at her 
list. `I also had a call from the florist. She suggested that as Milly's
 
bouquet is already made up, we might like to have it pressed and 
dried. As a memento.'
`A memento?'
`I know,' said Isobel, beginning to shake with giggles 
in spite 
of herself. `Who are these people?'
`A memento! 
As if we'll ever forget! As if we'll ever forget today!'
Isobel glanced up sharply. Olivia's eyes were open and 
glittering with tears.
`Mummy!'


`I'm sorry, darling,' said Olivia. A tear landed on 
her nose and 
she smiled brightly. `I don't mean to be silly.'
`I
 know how much you wanted this wedding,' said Isobel. She 
reached over and took her mother's hand. `But there'll be another one. 
Honestly, there will.'
`It's not the wedding,' 
whispered Olivia. `If it were just 
the wedding ...' She broke off as the doorbell rang. They both 
looked up.
`Who the hell can that be?' said 
Isobel impatiently. `Don't 
people realize we're not in the mood for visitors?' She put down 
her list. `Don't worry, I'll go.'
`No, I'll go,' 
said Olivia.
`Let's both go.'
The couple on the front doorstep were strangers, 
dressed in 
shiny green Barbours and carrying matching Mulberry holdalls.
`Hello,' said the woman brightly. `We'd like a room, 
please.'
`A what?' said Olivia blankly.
`A room,' said the woman. `A bed and breakfast room.' 
She 
waved a copy of the Heritage City guidebook at Olivia.
`I'm afraid we're full at the moment,' said Isobel. 
`Perhaps if 
you try the Tourist Board ...'
`I was told we 
would be able to have a room,' said the woman.
`You
 can't have been,' said Isobel patiently, `because there 
aren't any rooms.'
`I spoke to someone on the 
phone!' The woman's voice rose 
crossly. `I specifically checked that we would be able to stay here! 
And I might add, you were recommended to us by our friends the 
Rendles.' She looked impressively at Isobel.
`What
 an honour,' said Isobel.
`Don't take that tone 
with me, young woman!' snapped the woman. `Is this the way you usually 
conduct business? The customer comes first, you know! Now, we were told 
we could have 
a room. You can't just turn people away at the door with no 
explanation.'


`Oh, for God's sake,' said Isobel.
`You want an explanation?' said Olivia in a trembling 
voice.
`Mummy, don't bother. just--'
`You want an explanation?' Olivia took a deep breath. 
`Well, 
where shall I start? Shall I start with my daughter's wedding? The 
wedding that was supposed to be taking place tomorrow?'
`Oh, a family wedding!' said the woman, disconcerted. 
`Well 
that's different.'
`Or shall I start with her 
first wedding, ten years ago?' said 
Olivia, ignoring the woman. `The wedding we didn't even know 
about?' Her voice began to rise dangerously. `Or shall I start with 
the fact we're having to call the whole thing off, and that our entire 
family and all our friends are mocking us behind our backs?'
`Really, I didn't ' began the woman.
`But come in anyway!' cried Olivia, pulling the door 
open 
wide. `We'll find you a room! Somewhere among all the wedding presents 
we're going to have to send back, and the wedding 
cake we're going to have to eat, and the clothes that will never be 
worn, and that beautiful wedding dress ...'
`Come
 on, Rosemary,' said the man awkwardly, tugging his 
wife's sleeve. `Very sorry to have disturbed you,' he said to Isobel. 
`I always said we should have gone to Cheltenham.'
As the pair backed away, Isobel looked at Olivia. She 
was still 
gripping the door, her face streaked with tears.
`I
 really think you should have a break, Mummy,' she said. `Keep 
the phone off the hook. Watch the telly. Or go to bed for a bit.'


`I can't,' said Olivia. `We need to keep 
telephoning.'
`Rubbish,' said Isobel. `Everyone 
I've spoken to has already 
heard. Gossip travels fast, you know. We've called the most important 
people. All the others will keep.'
`Well,' said 
Olivia after a pause. `I do feel a little bit weary. 
Maybe I'll lie down for a bit.' She closed the front door and looked 
at Isobel. `Are you going to have a rest, too?'
`No,'
 said Isobel. She reached for her coat. `I'm going to go 
out. I'm going to go and see Milly.'
`That's a 
good idea,' said Olivia slowly. `She'll be pleased to 
see you.' She paused. `Be sure ...'
`Yes?'
`Be sure to give her my love,' said Olivia. She looked 
down. 
`That's all. Give her my love.'
Esme's drawing 
room was warm and tranquil; a haven of quiet civilization. As Isobel sat
 down on a pale, elegant sofa she looked about 
her pleasurably, admiring the collection of silver boxes heaped casually
 on a side table; the applewood dish filled with smooth grey 
pebbles.
`So,' said Milly, sitting down opposite 
her. `Is Mummy still furious?'
`Not really,' said
 Isobel, screwing up her face. `She's weird.'
`That
 probably means she's furious.'
`She isn't, 
honestly. She said to give you her love.'
`Really?'
 said Milly. She curled her feet underneath her and 
sipped at her coffee. Her hair was tied up in a dishevelled pony-tail 
and, under her jeans, she was wearing a pair of ancient ski socks.
`Here you are,' said Esme, handing a mug of coffee to 
Isobel. `But I'm afraid I'll have to steal Milly in a little while. 
We're going out to lunch.'


`Good idea,' said Isobel. `Where are you going?'
`A little place I know,' said Esme, smiling at them 
both. `About 
ten minutes, Milly?'
`Fine,' said Milly. They 
both waited for Esme to close the door.
`So,' 
said Isobel, when she'd gone. `How are you really?'
`I don't know,' said Milly slowly. `Sometimes I feel 
fine and 
sometimes I just want to burst into tears.' She took a shuddery 
breath. `I keep thinking, what would I have been doing now .. . 
and what would I have been doing now?' She closed her eyes. `I 
don't know how I'm going to get through tomorrow.'
`Get drunk.'
`I'm doing that 
tonight.' A flicker of a smile passed over Milly's 
face. `Care to join me?'
`Maybe,' said Isobel. 
She sipped at her coffee. `And Simon 
hasn't been in touch?'
`No.' Milly's face closed 
up.
`Is it really all over between you two?'
`Yes.'
`I can't believe it.' 
Isobel shook her head. `Just because ...'
`Because
 I deceived him about one thing,' said Milly in sharp, 
sarcastic tones. `So obviously I'm a pathological liar. Obviously, no 
one can trust anything I say ever again.'
`Bastard.
 You're better off without him.'
`I know.' Milly 
looked up and gave the tight smile of someone 
battling with pain. `It's for the best, really.' Isobel looked at her 
and suddenly felt like crying.
`Oh Milly,' she 
said. `It's such a shame.'
`It doesn't matter,' 
said Milly lightly. `Come on. It's not as if I was pregnant. Now, that 
really would be a disaster.' She took a 
sip of coffee and gave Isobel a half-grin.


Isobel met her eyes and gave an unwilling smile. For
 a while 
there was silence.
`Do you know what you're going
 to do?' said Milly at last.
`No.'
`What about the father?'
`He 
doesn't want a baby. He's made that very plain.'
`Couldn't
 you persuade him?'
`No. And I don't want to! I 
don't want to push someone into 
fatherhood. What chance would our relationship have then?'
`Maybe the baby would bring you together.'
`Babies aren't glue,' said Isobel. She pushed her hands
 through 
her hair. `If I had the baby, I would be on my own.'
`I would help you!' said Milly. `And so would Mummy.'
`I know.' Isobel's shoulders twitched in a shrug. 
Milly stared 
at her.
`Isobel, you wouldn't really get rid of 
it.'
`I don't know!' Isobel's voice rose in 
distress. `I'm only thirty, 
Milly! I could meet some fantastic guy tomorrow. I could be swept 
off my feet. But if I've already got a kid ...'
`It
 wouldn't make any difference,' said Milly stoutly.
`It would! And you know, having a baby is no picnic. 
I've seen 
friends do it. They turn into zombies. And they're not even doing it on 
their own.'
`Well, I don't know,' said Milly, 
after a pause. `It's your decision.'
`I know it 
is,' said Isobel. `That's exactly the problem.'
The
 door opened and they looked up. Esme smiled at them 
from under a huge fur hat.


`Ready to go, Milly? Isobel, sweetheart, do you want
 to come 
too?'
`No thanks,' said Isobel, getting up. `I'd 
better get back home.'
She watched as Milly got 
into Esme's red Daimler and suddenly 
wished that her own godmother might suddenly appear and whisk 
her away, too. But Mavis Hindhead was a colourless woman living in the 
north of Scotland who had not acknowledged Isobel's 
existence since the eve of her confirmation, when she'd sent her a 
knobbly, ill-fitting jersey and a spidery, handwritten card of which 
Isobel had never managed to make sense. Not many godmothers, 
thought Isobel, were like Esme Ormerod.
When 
they'd roared off round the corner she began to walk 
away from Esme's house, telling herself to go straight home. But 
she couldn't quite face returning to the claustrophobic, sad atmosphere 
of the kitchen; couldn't face sitting down and making yet 
more awkward phone calls to curious strangers. Now that she was 
out in the fresh air, she wanted to stay out and stretch her legs and 
enjoy the sensation of not having a telephone clamped to her ear.
She began to walk briskly back towards town, feeling a 
mild 
sense of irresponsibility, as though she were bunking off school. 
At first she strode without considering where she was heading, 
merely enjoying the feel of her legs stretching out with every 
stride, the lightness of her arms swinging at her sides. Then, as a 
sudden thought struck her, she paused and, propelled by a curiosity she 
recognized as ghoulish, she turned off the main road, 
towards St Edward's Church.
As she stepped into 
the porch, she almost expected to hear 
bridal music playing on the organ. The church was filled with flowers; 
the pews were empty and waiting; the altar was shining 
brightly. Slowly she walked up the aisle, imagining the church filled 
with happy, expectant faces; imagining what it would have been 
like, parading behind Milly in a bridesmaid's dress, watching as her 
sister made the ancient vows that everyone knew and loved.


As she reached the front she stopped, and noticed a 
pile of 
white, redundant orders of service stacked at the end of a pew. 
With a stab of sadness, she reached for one-then, as she saw the 
two names printed on the cover, blinked in surprise. Eleanor and 
Giles. Printed in nasty, loopy silver lettering. Who the hell were 
Eleanor and Giles? How had they muscled in on the act?
`Bloody parasites!' she said aloud.
`I beg your pardon?' A man's voice came from behind 
her, and 
she whipped round. Walking up the aisle towards her was a young 
man in a cassock.
`Do you work here?' said 
Isobel.
`Yes,' said the young man.
`Well, hello,' said Isobel. `I'm Milly Havill's 
sister.'
`Ah yes,' said the priest embarrassedly.
 `What a shame. We 
were all very sorry to hear about that.'
`Were 
you?' said Isobel. `So what happened? Did you think 
you might as well put Milly's expensive flowers to good use?'
`What do you mean?' Isobel gestured to the orders of 
service.
`Who's this bloody Eleanor and Giles? 
How come they've been 
given Milly's wedding day?'
`They haven't,' said 
the curate nervously. `They're getting married in the afternoon. They 
booked it a year ago.'
`Oh,' said Isobel. She 
looked at the order of service, then put it 
down again. `Well, all right then. I hope they have a happy day.'
`I'm really very sorry,' said the curate awkwardly. 
`Maybe your sister will be able to get married at some time in the 
future. 
When she's straightened everything out.'


`It would be nice,' said Isobel. `But I doubt it.' 
She glanced 
once more round the church, then turned on her heel to leave.
`Actually, I was about to lock up,' said the curate, 
hurrying 
after her. `It's a precaution we often take when there are flower 
arrangements in the church. You'd be surprised what people steal 
these days.'
`I'm sure,' said Isobel. She stopped
 by a pillar, plucked a single 
white lily from a twining arrangement, and breathed in the sweet 
aroma. `It really would have been a beautiful wedding,' she said 
sadly. `And now it's all destroyed. You people don't know what 
you've done.' The young curate bridled slightly.
`As
 I understand it,' he began, `this was a case of attempted 
bigamy.'
`Yes,' said Isobel. `But no one would 
have known. If your 
Canon Lytton had just turned a blind eye, and hadn't said anything '
`The couple would have known!' said the curate. `God 
would 
have known!'
`Yes, well,' said Isobel tersely. 
`Maybe God wouldn't have 
minded.'
She strode out of the church with her 
head down, and walked 
straight into someone.
`Sorry,' she said, looked 
up, then stiffened. Harry Pinnacle 
was standing in front of her, wearing a navy blue cashmere overcoat and a
 bright red scarf.
`Hello, Isobel,' he said. He 
glanced over her shoulder at the 
curate, who had followed her out. `Terrible business, all this.'
`Yes,' said Isobel. `Terrible.'


`I'm on my way to meet your father for lunch.'
`Yes,' said Isobel. `He mentioned it.'
There was a clanking sound as the curate pulled the 
church 
door closed; suddenly they were alone.
`Well, I 
must be off,' muttered Isobel. `Nice to see you.'
`Wait
 a minute,' said Harry.
`I'm in a bit of a 
hurry,' said Isobel, and she began to walk 
away.
`I don't care.' Harry grabbed her arm and 
pulled her round to 
face him. `Isobel, why have you been ignoring all my messages?'
`Leave me alone,' said Isobel, twisting her head away.
`Isobel! I want to talk to you!'
`I can't,' said Isobel, her face closing up. `Harry, I 
just . . . 
can't.'
There was a long silence. Then Harry 
dropped her arm.
`Fine,' he said. `If that's what
 you want.'
`Whatever,' said Isobel in a dead 
voice. And without meeting 
his gaze, she thrust her hands in her pockets and strode off down 
the street.


 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
by the 
bar, beer in hand, when James arrived 
at the Pear and Goose. It was a small pub in the centre of Bath, 
packed with cheerful, anonymous tourists.
`Good 
to see you, James,' he said, standing up to shake hands. 
`Let me get you one of these.'
`Thanks,' said 
James. They both watched silently as the barman filled a pint glass with
 beer, and it occurred to James that this 
was the first time the two of them had ever met alone.
`Cheers,' said Harry, raising his glass.
`Cheers.'
`Let's sit down,' said
 Harry, gesturing to a table in the corner. 
`It's more private over there.'
`Yes,' said 
James. He cleared his throat. `I imagine you want 
to talk about the practicalities of the wedding.'


`Why?' said Harry, looking surprised. `Is there a 
problem? I 
thought my people were sorting it all out with Olivia.'
`I meant the financial aspect,' said James stiffly. 
`Milly's little 
revelation has cost you a small fortune.' Harry waved a hand.
`That's not important.'
`It is 
important,' said James. `I'm afraid it's not within my 
means to pay you back fully. But if we can come to some arrangement '
`James,' interrupted Harry. `I didn't ask you here so 
we could 
talk about money. I just thought you might like a drink. OK?'
`Oh,' said James, taken aback. `Yes. Of course.'
`So let's sit down and have a fucking drink.'
They sat down at the corner table. Harry opened a 
packet of 
crisps and offered it to James.
`How is Milly?' 
he said. `Is she OK?'
`I'm not sure, to be 
honest,' said James. `She's with her godmother. How's Simon?'
`Stupid kid,' said Harry, crunching on crisps. `I told 
him he 
was a spoilt brat this morning.'
`Oh,' said 
James, unsure what to say.
`The first sign of 
trouble, he runs away. The first hitch, he gives 
up. No wonder his business failed.'
`Aren't you 
being a little harsh?' protested James. `He's had a 
huge shock. We all have. It's hard enough for us to deal with, so 
what Simon must be feeling . . .' He shook his head.
`So you really had no idea she was married,' said 
Harry.
`None whatsoever.'
`She
 lied to you all.'
`Every single one of us,' said
 James soberly. He looked up, to 
see Harry half grinning. `What? You think it's funny?'


`Oh come on,' said Harry. `You've got to admire the 
girl's 
chutzpah! It takes a lot of guts to walk up the aisle knowing you've 
got a husband out there just waiting to trip you up.'
`That's one way of looking at it,' said James.
`But not your way.'
`No.' James 
shook his head. `The way I see it, Milly's thoughtlessness has caused a 
lot of trouble and distress to a lot of people. 
Frankly, I'm ashamed to think she's my daughter.'
`Give
 the girl a break!V
`Then give Simon a break!' 
retorted James. `He's the innocent 
one, remember. He's the wronged one.'
'He's a 
high-handed, moralistic little dictator. Life has to go 
a certain way, otherwise he's not interested.' Harry took a slug 
of beer. `He's had it far too easy for far too long, that's his 
trouble.'
`You know, I'd say just the opposite,' 
said James. `It can't be 
easy, walking in your shadow. I'm not sure I'd be able to do it 
myself.'
Harry shrugged silently. For a while 
neither of them spoke. 
Harry took a large gulp of beer, paused for a second, then 
looked up.
`How about Isobel?' he said casually. 
`How's she reacted to all 
of this?'
`As usual,' said James. `Gave very 
little away.' He drained his 
glass. `Poor old Isobel's got enough on her plate as it is.'
`Work problems?' Harry leaned forward.
`Not just work.'
`Something 
else, then? Is she in some kind of trouble?' A flicker 
of a smile passed over James's face.
`You've hit 
the nail on the head,' he said.


`What do you mean?'
James 
stared into his empty beer glass.
`I don't 
suppose it's any great secret,' he said after a pause, 
and looked at Harry's frowning face. `She's pregnant.'
`Pregnant?' A look of utter shock came over Harry's 
face. 'Isobel's pregnant?'
`I know,' said James. 
`I can't quite believe it myself.'
`Are you sure 
about this?' said Harry. His hand gripped his 
beer glass tightly. `Could it be a mistake?'
James
 smiled at him, touched by his concern.
`Don't 
worry,' he said. `She'll be OK.'
`Has she spoken 
to you about it?'
`She's keeping her cards pretty
 close to her chest,' said James. 
`We don't even know who the father is.'
`Ah,' 
said Harry, and finished his beer.
`All we can do
 is support her in whatever decision she makes.'
`Decision?'
 Harry looked up.
`Whether to keep the baby or 
... not.' James shrugged awkwardly and looked away. A strange expression
 passed over Harry's 
face.
`Oh, I see,' he said slowly. `I see. Of 
course that would be an 
option.' He closed his eyes. `Stupid of me.'
`What?'
`Nothing,' said Harry, opening his eyes again. 
`Nothing.'
`Anyway,' said James. `It isn't your 
problem.' He looked at 
Harry's empty glass. `Let me get you another.'
`No,'
 said Harry. `Let me get you one.'
`But you've 
already '
`Please, James,' said Harry. He sounded
 suddenly dejected, 
James thought. Almost sad. `Please, James. Let me.'


Isobel had walked as far as the Garden for the 
Blind. Now she sat 
on an iron bench, watching the fountain trickle endlessly into the 
little pond and trying to think calmly. Inside her mind, like a circular
 film, she saw Harry's expression as she'd left him; heard 
his voice again and again. The continuous repetition should, she 
thought, have dulled the pain inside her, should have left her numb 
and free to analyse her situation logically. But the pain would not 
be dulled; her mind would not still itself. She felt physically torn 
apart.
They had met for the first time only a few
 months before, at the 
party to celebrate Simon and Milly's engagement. As they'd shaken 
hands, a startled recognition had passed between them; both their 
voices had trembled slightly, and, like mirror images, they had each 
turned away quickly to talk to other people. But Harry's eyes had 
been on her every time she turned, and she had felt her entire body 
responding to his attention. The next week, they had met surreptitiously
 for dinner. He had smuggled her back into the house; the 
next morning, from his bedroom window, she had seen Milly in 
the drive waving goodbye to Simon. The month after that they had 
travelled to Paris on separate planes. Each encounter had been 
exquisite; a fleeting, hidden gem of experience. They had decided to 
tell no one; to keep things light and casual. Two adults enjoying 
themselves, nothing more.
But now nothing could 
be light; nothing could be casual. There 
was no longer any neutral. Whichever way she turned, she would 
be taking an action with huge consequences. One tiny, unwitnessed 
biological event meant that, whatever she chose to do, neither of their 
lives would be the same again.


Harry didn't want a baby. He'd made that perfectly 
clear to 
her. If she went ahead and had the child, she would be on her own. 
She would lose Harry. She would lose her freedom. She would be 
forced to rely on the help of her mother. Life would become an 
unbearable round of drudgery and coffee mornings and mindnumbing baby 
babble.
If, on the other hand, she got rid of the
 baby . . .
A slow pain rose through Isobel's 
chest. Who was she kidding? 
What was this so-called choice? Yes, she had a choice. Every modern 
woman had a choice. But the truth was, she had no choice. She 
was enslaved to herself to the maternal emotions which she'd 
never known she possessed; to the tiny self growing within her; to 
the primal, overpowering desire for life.
Rupert 
sat on a bench in the National Portrait Gallery, staring at 
a picture of Philip II of Spain. It was a good two hours since Martin 
had said goodbye, clasping Rupert's hand and exhorting him 
to call whenever he felt like it. Since then, Rupert had wandered 
mindlessly, not noticing where he was going, not noticing the 
crowds of shoppers and tourists who kept bumping into him; unaware of 
anything except his own thoughts. From time to time 
he had stopped at a public phone and dialled Milly's number. But 
each time the line had been busy, and a secret relief had crept 
through him. He didn't want to share Allan's death with anyone 
else. Not yet.
The letter was still in his 
briefcase, unopened. He hadn't yet 
dared to read it. He had been too afraid both that it wouldn't 
live up to his expectations and that it would. But now, under Philip's 
stern, uncompromising stare, he reached down, fumbled 
with the clasps of his briefcase and brought the envelope out. A 
stab of grief hit him as, again, he saw his name written in Allan's 
handwriting. This was the last communication that would ever 
exist between them. Part of him wanted to bury the letter unopened; keep
 Allan's last words unread and unsullied. But even as 
the thought passed through his mind, his shaking hands were ripping at 
the paper, and he was pulling out the thick, creamy sheets, 
each covered on one side only with a black, even script.


Dear Rupert,
Fear not. Fear 
not, said the angel. I'm not writing to you just so that 
you'll feel bad. At least not consciously. Not much.
In truth, I'm not sure why I'm writing at all. Will you
 ever read 
this letter? Probably not. Probably you've forgotten who I am; 
probably you're happily married with triplets. My occasional fantasy 
is that any moment you'll appear through the door and sweep me into 
your arms while all the other terminally ill patients cheer and bang 
their walking sticks. In reality, this letter will probably end up, like
 so 
many other once-meaningful pieces of the world's fabric, in a garbage 
truck, to be recycled into somebody's breakfast. I rather like that 
idea. 
Allan flakes. With added optimism and a tinge of bitterness.
And yet I keep writing as though I'm sure that one day 
you'll 
trace a path back towards me and read these words. Perhaps you will, 
perhaps you won't. Has my addled mind got it wrong? Have I elevated 
what we had to a significance it doesn't deserve? The proportions of 
my life have been curtailed so dramatically, I know my view of events 
has become somewhat skewed. And yet against all the odds-I keep writing.
 The truth is, Rupert, I cannot leave this country, let alone 
this world, without somewhere recording a farewell to you.


When I close my eyes and think of you, it's as you 
were at 
Oxford-though you must have changed since then. Five years on, 
who and what is Rupert? I have my own ideas, but am unwilling to 
reveal them. I don't want to be the asshole who thought he knew you 
better than you know yourself. That was my mistake at Oxford. I 
confused anger with insight. I mistook my own desires for yours. 
What right did I have to be angry with you? Life is afar more 
complicated picture than either of us realized back then.
What I hope is that you're happy. What I fear is that 
if you're 
reading this letter you're probably not. Happy people don't trawl 
through the past looking for answers. What is the answer? I don't 
know. Perhaps we would have been happy if we'd stayed together. 
Perhaps life would have been sweet. But you can't count on it.
As it turns out, what we had might have been as good as
 it was 
ever going to get. So we broke up. But at least one of us had a choice 
about that, even if it wasn't me. If we'd left it until now, neither of 
us would have had a choice. Breaking up is one thing; dying is 
something else. Frankly, I'm not sure I could cope with both at once. 
It's going to take me long enough to get over my death as it is.
But I promised myself I wouldn't talk about dying. 
That's not 
what this is about. This isn't a guilt letter. It's a love letter. just 
that. I still love you, Rupert. I still miss you. That's really all I 
wanted 
to say. I still love you. I still miss you. If I don't see you again 
then . . . I guess that's just life. But somehow I'm hoping I will.
Yours always
Allan


Some time later, a young teacher arrived at the door
 of the 
gallery, surrounded by her swarming class of cheerful children. 
They had intended to spend the afternoon sketching the portrait 
of Elizabeth I. But as she saw the young man sitting in the middle 
of the room, she swiftly turned the children round and shepherded them 
towards another painting.
Rupert, lost in silent 
tears, didn't even see them.
Harry arrived back 
that afternoon to find Simon's car parked in 
its usual place outside the house. He went straight up to Simon's 
room and knocked. When there was no answer, he pushed the 
door open slightly. The first thing he saw was Simon's morning 
suit, still hanging up on the door of the wardrobe. In the wastepaper 
basket was a copy of the wedding invitation. Harry winced, 
and pushed the door shut again. He paused for a moment, then 
retraced his steps down the stairs and along the corridor to the 
leisure complex.
The swimming pool was gleaming 
with underwater lighting, 
music was softly playing, but no one was swimming. In the far corner, 
the steam room door was misted up. Without pausing, Harry 
strode to the steam room and opened the door. Simon looked up, 
his face reddened and vulnerable with surprise.
`Dad?'
 he said, peering through the thick steam. `What are 
you 
`I need to talk to you,' said Harry, sitting
 down on the moulded 
plastic bench opposite Simon. `I need to apologize.'
`Apologize?' said Simon in disbelief.
`I shouldn't have yelled at you this morning. I'm 
sorry.'
`Oh,' said Simon, looking away. `Well. It
 doesn't matter.'


`It does matter,' said Harry. `You've had a big 
shock. And I 
should have understood that. I'm your father.'
`I
 know you are,' said Simon without moving. Harry gazed at 
him steadily for a moment.
`Do you wish I 
weren't?'
Simon said nothing.
`I wouldn't blame you,' said Harry. `Some fucking 
father I've 
been.' Simon shifted awkwardly on his seat.
`You ,
`Don't feel you have to be polite,' interrupted Harry.
 `I 
know I screwed up with you. For sixteen years you never see 
me, then suddenly bam! I'm in your face all the time. No wonder things 
have been a bit tricky. If we were a married couple, 
we'd be divorced by now. Sorry,' he added after a pause. 'Sensitive 
subject.'
`It's OK.' Simon turned and gave him an
 unwilling grin, then, 
for the first time, registered his father's appearance. `Dad, you 
know you're meant to take your clothes off?'
'That's
 for a steam bath,' said Harry. `I came in here for a conversation.' He 
frowned. 'OK, so I've said my piece. Now you're 
supposed to tell me I've been a wonderful father, and I can rest 
easy. 
There was a long pause.
`I just wish . . .' began Simon at last, then stopped.
`What?'
`I just wish I didn't 
always feel like a failure,' said Simon in a 
rush. `Everything I do goes wrong. And you . . . By the time you 
were my age, you were a millionaire!'
`No I 
wasn't.'


`It said in your biography ...'
`That piece of shit. Simon, by the time I was your age,
 I owed 
a million. Fortunately, I found a way of paying it back.'
`And I didn't,' said Simon bitterly. `I went bust.'
'OK,' said Harry, `so you went bust. But at least you 
never 
sold out. At least you never came crying to me to bail you out. 
You stayed independent. Fiercely independent. And I'm proud of 
you for that.' He paused. `I'm even proud you gave me back the 
keys to that flat. Pissed off but proud.'
There 
was a long pause, punctuated only by the two of them 
breathing in the steamy air, and the odd spatter as a shower of 
warm drops fell to the floor.
`And if you have a 
go at working things out with Milly,' continued Harry slowly, `instead 
of walking away-then I'll be even 
prouder. Because that's something I never did. And I should have 
done.'
There was silence for a while. Harry 
leaned back, stretched 
his legs out and winced. `I have to say,' he said, `this is not a nice 
experience. My underpants are sticking to my skin.'
`I told you,' said Simon.
`I 
know you did.' Harry looked at him through the steam. 
`So, are you going to give Milly another chance?' Simon exhaled 
sharply.
`Of course I am. If she'll give me 
another chance.' He shook his 
head. `I don't know what I was thinking of last night. I was stupid. 
I was unfair. I was just a ...' He broke off. `I tried calling her this 
afternoon.'
`And?'
`She 
must have gone out with Esme.'


`Esme?' said Harry.
`Her 
godmother, Esme Ormerod.'
Harry looked up with 
raised eyebrows.
`That's Milly's godmother? Esme 
Ormerod?'
`Yes,' said Simon. `Why?' Harry pulled a
 face.
`Strange woman.'
`I
 didn't know you knew her.'
`Took her out to 
dinner a few times,' said Harry. `Big mistake.'
`Why?'
 Harry shook his head.
`It doesn't matter. It was
 a long time ago.' He leaned back and 
closed his eyes. `So she's Milly's godmother. That surprises me.'
`She's some cousin or something.'
`And they seemed such a nice family,' said Harry in 
half-jesting 
tones. Then he frowned. `I'm serious, you know. They are a nice 
family. Milly's a lovely girl. James seems a very decent guy. I'd like 
to get to know him better. And Olivia . . .' He opened his eyes. 
`Well, what can I say? She's a fine woman.'
`You 
said it.' Simon grinned at his father.
`I just 
wouldn't like to meet her on a dark night.'
`Or 
any night.'
There was a short silence. Water 
dripped onto Harry's head 
and he winced.
`The only one I'm not sure about,'
 said Simon thoughtfully, `is 
Isobel. She's a bit of an enigma. I never know what she's thinking.'
`No,' said Harry after a pause. `Neither do I.'
`She's nothing like Milly. But I still like her.'
`So do I,' said Harry in a low voice. `I like her a 
lot.' He stared 
silently at the floor for a few moments, then abruptly stood up. 
`I've had enough of this hell. I'm going to take a shower.'


`Try taking your clothes off this time,' said Simon.
`Yes,' said Harry. `Clever.' And he gave Simon a 
friendly nod 
before closing the door.
By the time Rupert rose 
stiffly to his feet, put Allan's letter away 
and made his way out of the gallery, it was late afternoon. He 
stood in Trafalgar Square for a bit, watching the tourists and taxis 
and pigeons, then turned and began to walk slowly to the tube. 
Every step felt unsure and shaky; he seemed to have lost some vital part
 of himself that kept him balanced.
All he knew 
was that the one certainty he'd had in life was 
gone. The grounding force, to which his life had been nothing but 
counterpoint, had vanished. It now seemed to him that everything 
he'd done over the last ten years had been part of an internal battle 
against Allan. And now the battle was over and neither of them 
had won.
As he rode in the train back to Fulham 
he stared blankly ahead 
at his reflection in the dark glass, wondering with an almost academic 
curiosity what he might do next. He felt tired, ragged and 
washed up, as though a storm had deposited him on a strange 
shore with no clear way back. On the one hand there was his wife. 
There was his home and his old life and the compromises he'd 
come to take as second nature. Not quite happiness, but not quite 
misery either. On the other hand, there was honesty. Raw, painful 
honesty. And all the consequences that honesty brought.
Rupert passed a weary hand over his face and gazed at 
his 
blurred, uncertain features in the window. He didn't want to be 
honest. He didn't want to be dishonest. He wanted to be nothing. A 
person on a train, with nothing to decide, nothing to do but listen to 
its trundling sound and watch the unconcerned faces 
of other passengers reading books and magazines. Postponing life 
for as long as possible.


But eventually the train reached his stop. And, like
 an automaton, he reached for his briefcase, stood up, and stepped onto 
the 
platform. He followed all the other commuters up the steps and 
into the dark winter evening. A familiar procession moved down 
the main road, decreasing in size as people peeled off down side 
streets, and Rupert followed them, slowing down as he neared his 
street. When he reached his own corner he stopped altogether, 
and for a moment considered turning back. But where would he 
go? There was nowhere else for him to go.
The 
lights were off in his house, and he felt a tiny relief as he 
opened the gate. He would take a bath and have a couple of drinks 
and perhaps by the time Francesca arrived home, his mind would 
be clearer. Perhaps he would show her Allan's letter. Or perhaps 
not. He reached in his pocket for his key and put it in the lock, then 
stopped. It didn't fit. He took it out, looked at it, and tried again. 
But the lock was impervious, and when he looked more closely, he 
could see signs of handiwork around the keyhole. Francesca had 
changed the lock. She'd shut him out.
For a few 
seconds he could not move. He stared at the door, 
shaking with fury and a sharp humiliation. `Bitch,' he heard himself 
saying in a strangled voice. `Bitch.' A sudden stab of longing 
for Allan hit him in the chest and he started to back away from 
the door, his eyes clouding with tears.
`Are you 
OK?' A cheerful girl's voice came from across the 
road. `Are you locked out? You can phone from here, if you like!'
`No thanks,' muttered Rupert. He glanced at the girl. 
She was young and attractive and looked sympathetic-and for a moment 
he felt like falling onto her shoulder and telling her everything. 
Then it occurred to him that Francesca might be watching him 
from inside the house, and he felt a shaft of panic. Quickly, clumsily, 
he began to walk away, down the street. He reached the corner and hailed
 a taxi without knowing where he was going.


`Yes?' said the driver as he got in. `Where to?'
`To ... to . . .' Rupert closed his eyes for a few 
moments, 
then opened them and looked at his watch. `To Paddington station.'
At six o'clock there was a ring at the front door. 
Isobel opened it, 
to see Simon standing on the doorstep holding a large bunch of 
flowers.
`Oh it's you,' she said in unfriendly 
tones. `What do you want?'
`To see Milly.'
`She isn't here.'
`I know,' said
 Simon. He looked anxious and strangely well 
scrubbed, thought Isobel, like an old-fashioned suitor. The sight almost
 made her want to smile. `I wanted to check her godmother's 
address.'
`You could have telephoned,' said 
Isobel uncompromisingly. 
`You didn't need to drag me to the door.'
`Your 
phone was engaged.'
`Oh,' said Isobel. She folded
 her arms and leaned against the 
door frame, unwilling to let him off. `So. Have you come down 
off your mountainous horse yet?'
`Just shut up, 
Isobel, and give me the address,' said Simon irritably.


`I don't know,' said Isobel. `Does Milly want to 
talk to you?'
`Oh, forget it,' said Simon, 
turning and going back down the 
steps. `I'll find her myself.'
Isobel stared at 
him for a few seconds, then called, `It's Walden 
Street. Number 10.' Simon stopped walking, and turned to look 
at her.
`Thanks,' he said. Isobel shrugged.
`That's OK. I hope . . .' She paused. `You know.'
`Yup,' said Simon. `So do I.'
The
 door was answered by Esme, wearing a long white bathrobe.
`Oh,' said Simon awkwardly. `Sorry to disturb you. I 
wanted to 
speak to Milly.' Esme scanned his face, then said, `She's asleep, I'm 
afraid. She drank quite a lot at lunchtime. I won't be able to wake 
her.'
`Oh,' said Simon. He shifted from one foot 
to the other. 
`Well . . . just tell her I called round, would you? And give her 
these.' He handed the flowers to Esme and she looked at them 
with faint horror.
`I'll tell her,' she said. 
`Goodbye.'
`Perhaps she could give me a ring. 
When she's up.'
`Perhaps,' said Esme. `It's up to
 her.'
`Of course,' said Simon, flushing 
slightly. `Well, thanks.'
`Goodbye,' said Esme, 
and closed the door. She looked at the 
flowers for a moment, then went into the kitchen and put them 
into the rubbish bin. She went upstairs and tapped on Milly's door.
`Who was that?' said Milly, looking up. She was lying 
on a 
massage table and Esme's beautician was rubbing a facial oil into 
her cheeks.


`A salesman,' said Esme smoothly. `He tried to sell 
me some 
dusters.'
`Oh, we get those people, too,' said 
Milly, relaxing back onto 
the table. `They always come at the worst time.' Esme smiled at 
her.
`How was your massage?'
`Wonderful,' said Milly.
`Good,'
 said Esme. She wandered over to the window, tapped 
her teeth for a few moments, then turned round.
`You
 know, I think we should go away,' she said. `I should have 
thought of it before. You don't want to be in Bath tomorrow, do 
you?'
`Not really,' said Milly. `But then . . . I
 don't really want to be 
anywhere.' Her face suddenly crumpled and tears began to ooze 
out of the sides of her eyes. `I'm sorry,' she said huskily to the 
beautician.
`We'll drive into Wales,' said Esme. 
`I know a little place in 
the mountains. Fabulous views and Welsh lamb every night. How 
does that sound?'
Milly was silent. The 
beautician dabbed tenderly at her tear 
stains with a yellow liquid from a gold embossed bottle.
`Tomorrow will be difficult,' said Esme gently. `But 
we'll get 
through it. And after that . . .' She came forward and took Milly's 
hand. `Just think, Milly. You've been given a chance which hardly 
any woman is given. You can start again. You can remould your life 
into whatever you want.'
`You're right,' said 
Milly, staring up at the ceiling. `Anything I 
want.'
`The world is yours to reclaim! And to 
think you were about 
to settle for becoming a Mrs Pinnacle.' A note of scorn entered Esme's 
voice. `Darling, you've had such a narrow escape. When 
you look back on all of this, you'll be grateful to me, Milly. You 
really will!'


`I already am grateful,' said Milly, turning her 
head to look at 
Esme. `I don't know what I would have done without you.'
`That's my girl!' said Esme. She patted Milly's hand. 
`Now you 
just lie back and enjoy the rest of your facial-and I'll go and pack 
the car.'


 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
home 
that evening the lights were low and 
the house silent. He hung up his coat and grimaced at his reflection in 
the mirror, then noiselessly pushed open the door to the 
kitchen. The table was covered in forlorn wedding debris and coffee 
cups, and Olivia was sitting in the dim stillness, her head bent 
forward, her shoulders hunched and defeated.
For a
 few moments she didn't see him. Then, as though he'd 
spoken, she raised her head. Her eyes met his apprehensively 
and flickered quickly away; her hands rose defensively to her face. 
James stepped forward awkwardly, feeling like a schoolroom bully.
`So,' he said, putting his briefcase down on a chair. 
`It's all 
done.' He looked around. `You must have had a hell of a day, putting the
 world and his wife off.'
`Not so bad,' said 
Olivia huskily. `Isobel was a great help. We both . . .' She broke off. 
`What about your day? Isobel told me 
you've been having trouble at work. I . . . I didn't realize. I'm 
sorry. 


`You couldn't have realized,' said James. `I didn't 
tell you.'
`Tell me now.'
`Not
 now,' said James wearily. `Maybe later.'
`Yes, 
later,' said Olivia, her voice unsteady. `Of course.' James 
raised his gaze to hers and felt a dart of shock as he saw the fear 
in her eyes. `Let me make you some tea,' she said.
`Thank you,' said James. 'Olivia---'
`I won't be a moment!' She stood up hurriedly, catching
 her 
sleeve on the corner of the table, then wrenched it free as though 
desperate to turn away from him, towards the sink, the kettle; familiar 
inanimate objects. James sat down at the table and picked up 
the red book in front of him. He began to leaf idly through it. Page 
after page of lists, of ideas, self-reminders, even small sketches. 
The blueprint, he realized, for something quite spectacular.
`Swans,' he said, stopping at a starred item. `You 
weren't really going to hire live swans for the occasion?'
`Swans made of ice,' said Olivia, brightening a little.
 `They 
were going to be full of . . .' She halted. `It doesn't matter.'
`Full of what?' said James. There was a pause.
`Oysters,' said Olivia.
`I like 
oysters,' said James.
`I know,' said Olivia. She 
picked up the teapot with fumbling 
hands, turned to put it on the table and slipped. The teapot crashed 
loudly onto the quarry tiles and Olivia gave a small cry of distress.
`Olivia!' exclaimed James, leaping to his feet. `Are 
you all right?' Pieces of broken china lay on the floor amid a puddle of
 hot tea; 
rivulets were running between the tiles towards his feet. The 
yellow-rimmed eye of a duck stared up at him reproachfully.


`It's broken!' said Olivia in anguish. `We've had 
that teapot 
for thirty-two years!' She bent down, picked up a piece of the 
handle and stared at it disbelievingly.
`We'll 
get another one,' said James.
`I don't want 
another one,' said Olivia shakily. `I want the old 
one. I want . . .' She suddenly broke off and turned round to face 
James. `You're going to leave me, aren't you, James?'
`What?' James stared at her in shock.
`You're going to leave me,' repeated Olivia calmly. She
 looked 
down at the jagged piece of teapot and her hand tightened around 
it. `For a new life. A new, exciting life.'
There
 was a still pause, then James exhaled in sudden comprehension.
`You heard me,' he said, trying to gather his thoughts.
 `You 
heard me. I hadn't realized . . .'
`Yes, I heard 
you,' said Olivia, not looking up. `Isn't that what 
you wanted?'
`Olivia, I didn't mean-'
`I assume you've been waiting until the wedding was 
over,' 
broke in Olivia, turning the piece of teapot over and over in her 
fingers. `You probably didn't want to ruin the happy event. Well, 
the happy event's been ruined anyway. So you don't have to wait 
any longer. You can go.' James looked at her.
`You
 want me to go?'
`That's not what I said.' 
Olivia's voice roughened slightly; her 
head remained bowed. For a long while there was silence. On the other 
side of the room, the last brown rivulet of spilled tea slowly 
came to a standstill.


`The trouble at work,' said James suddenly, walking 
to the window. `The trouble that Isobel was talking about. It's a 
restructuring of the company. They're relocating three departments to 
Edinburgh. They asked me if I'd like to move. And I said . . .' He 
turned round. `I said I'd think about it.' Olivia looked up.
`You didn't mention it to me.'
`No,'
 said James defensively. `I didn't. I knew what your answer would be.'
`Did you?' said Olivia. `How clever of you.'
`You're rooted here, Olivia. You've got your business 
and 
your friends. I knew you wouldn't want to leave all of that. But I 
just felt as though I needed something new!' Pain flashed across 
James's face. `Can you understand that? Have you never wanted 
to escape and start again? I felt trapped and guilty. I thought maybe 
a new city would be the answer to my malaise. A fresh view every 
morning. Different air to breathe.'
The kitchen 
was silent.
`I see,' said Olivia eventually, her 
voice clipped and brittle. 
`Well then, off you go. Don't let me hold you up. I'll help you 
pack, shall I?W
'Olivia '
`Make
 sure you send us a postcard.'
`Olivia, don't be 
like this!'
`Like what? How else do you expect me
 to react? You've been 
planning to leave me!'
`Well, what was I supposed
 to do?' said James furiously. `Just 
say no on the spot? Settle down to another twenty years in Bath?'
`No!' cried Olivia, her eyes suddenly glittering with 
tears. `You were supposed to ask me to come with you. I'm your wife, 
James. You were supposed to ask me.'


`What was the point? You would have said '
`You don't know what I would have said!' Olivia's voice
 trembled 
and she lifted her chin high. `You don't know what I would have 
said, James. And you couldn't even be bothered to find out.'
'I ...' James stopped.
`You 
couldn't even be bothered to find out,' repeated Olivia, 
and a slight note of scorn entered her voice.
There
 was a long silence.
`What would you have said?' 
asked James finally. `If I had asked 
you?' He tried to meet Olivia's eye, but she was staring down at 
the piece of teapot which she still held in her hands, and her face 
was unreadable.
The doorbell rang. Neither of 
them moved.
`What would you have said, Olivia?' 
said James.
`I don't know,' said Olivia at last. 
She put the piece of teapot 
down on the table and looked up. `I probably would have asked 
you if you were really so unhappy with the life you have here. I 
would have asked if you really thought a new city would solve all 
your problems. And if you'd said yes ' The doorbell rang again, 
loud and insistent, and she broke off. `You'd better get that,' she 
said. James gazed at her for a few seconds, then got to his feet.
He strode into the hall, opened the door and took a 
step back 
in surprise. Alexander was standing on the doorstep. His face was 
unshaven, he was surrounded by bags and his eyes were wary.
`Look,' he said, as soon as he saw James. `I'm sorry. I
 really 
am. You've got to believe me. I didn't mean to set all this off.'
`It hardly matters any more, does it?' said James 
wearily. `The 
damage is done. If I were you, I'd just turn round and go.'


`It matters to me,' said Alexander. `Plus . . .' He 
paused. 
`Plus, I've still got some stuff here. In my room. Your daughter 
chucked me out before I could get it.'
`I see,' 
said James. `Well, you'd better come in, then.'
Cautiously,
 Alexander entered the house. He glanced at the 
wedding cake boxes and grimaced.
`Is Milly here?'
 he asked.
`No. She's with her godmother.'
`Is she all right?'
`What do you
 think?' said James, folding his arms. Alexander 
flinched.
`Look, it wasn't my fault!' he said.
`What do you mean, it wasn't your fault?' Olivia 
appeared at 
the kitchen door, her face indignant. `Milly told us how you teased 
her. How you threatened her. You're nothing but a nasty little 
bully!'
`Give me a break,' said Alexander. `She's
 hardly a saint herself!'
`Perhaps, Alexander, 
you thought you were doing the world a 
service by exposing her,' said James. `Perhaps you thought you 
were doing your duty. But you could have come to us first, or Simon, 
before informing the vicar.'
`I didn't want to 
expose her, for God's sake,' said Alexander 
impatiently. `I just wanted to wind her up.7
`Wind
 her up?'
'Tease her a bit. You know. And that's 
all I did. I didn't tell the 
vicar! Why should I tell the vicar?'
`Who knows 
how your nasty little mind might work,' said 
Olivia.
`I don't know why I'm bothering,' said 
Alexander. `You're never going to believe me. But I didn't do it, OK! 
Why should I 
wreck Milly's wedding? You were paying me to photograph the 
fucking thing! Why should I want to ruin it?'


There was silence. James glanced at Olivia.
`I don't even know the vicar's name,' said Alexander. 
He sighed. 
`Listen, I tried to tell Isobel and she wouldn't listen, and now I'm 
trying to tell you, and you won't listen. But it's true. I didn't tell 
anyone about Milly. I really didn't. Jesus, she could have six husbands 
for all I care!'
`All right,' said James, 
exhaling sharply. `All right. Well, if you 
didn't say anything, who did?'
`God knows. Who 
else knew about it?'
`No one,' said Olivia. `She 
hadn't told anyone.'
There was silence.
`She told Esme,' said James eventually. He met Olivia's
 eyes. 
`She told Esme.'
Isobel sat in a remote corner of
 the drive to Pinnacle Hall, looking through her car windscreen at 
Milly's marquee, just visible 
behind the corner of the house. She had been sitting there for 
half an hour, quietly composing her thoughts; honing her concentration 
as though for an exam. She would say what she had to 
say to Harry, brook as little objection as possible, then leave. She 
would be friendly, but businesslike. If he refused her proposal, 
she would . . . Isobel's thoughts faltered. He couldn't refuse such 
a reasonable plan. He simply couldn't.
She stared
 at her hands already swollen, it seemed, with pregnancy. The very word 
sent teenage shivers down her back. Pregnancy, they had been instructed 
at school, was akin to a nuclear missile destroying everything in its 
path and leaving its victims 
to struggle through a subsequent life hardly worth living. It destroyed 
careers, relationships, happiness. The risk was simply not 
worth it, the mistresses had opined, and at the back the lower sixth 
had sniggered and passed the telephone numbers of abortion clinics along
 the rows. Now Isobel closed her eyes. Perhaps the teachers had been 
right all along. Had this pregnancy not occurred, 
her relationship with Harry might have flowered into something 
more than occasional meetings. She had already begun to feel a 
longing to be with him more often; to share moments of pleasure and 
pain; to hear his voice when she woke up. She had wanted 
to tell him she loved him.


But now there was a baby. There was a new element, a
 new 
pace: a new pressure on both of them. To keep the baby would 
be to trample across Harry's wishes, to force their relationship 
into a new climate where, already, she knew it would not survive. To 
keep the baby would destroy their relationship. And yet 
to do anything else would destroy her.
Her heart 
aching a little, she reached inside her bag and gave 
her hair one final comb, then opened the car door and got out. 
The air was surprisingly mild and breezy, like a spring evening. 
Calmly she walked across the gravel towards the big front door, 
for once unafraid of observation by suspicious eyes. Today she 
had every reason to be at Pinnacle Hall.
She rang
 at the door and smiled at the red-haired girl who 
answered.
`I'd like to see Harry Pinnacle, 
please. It's Isobel Havill. The 
sister of Milly Havill.'
`I know who you are,' 
said the girl in less than friendly tones. 
`I suppose it's about the wedding? Or the non-wedding, I should say.' 
She stared with bulging eyes at Isobel as though it were 
all her fault, and for the first time, Isobel wondered what people 
might be saying and thinking about Milly.


`That's right,' she said. `If you could just say I'm
 here.'
`I'm not sure he's available,' said the 
girl.
`Perhaps you could ask,' said Isobel 
politely.
`Wait here.'
After
 a few minutes the girl returned.
`He can see 
you,' she said, as though bestowing a huge favour. 
`But not for long.'
`Did he say that?' The girl 
was aggressively silent and Isobel 
found herself smiling inwardly.
They arrived at 
the door of Harry's study and the girl knocked.
`Yes!'
 came Harry's voice at once. The girl pushed open the 
door and Harry looked up from his desk.
`Isobel 
Havill,' she announced.
`Yes,' said Harry, 
meeting Isobel's eyes. `I know.'
As the door 
closed behind the girl he put his pen down and 
looked at Isobel without saying anything. Isobel didn't move. She 
stood, trembling slightly, feeling his gaze on her skin like sunshine, 
then closed her eyes, trying to gather her thoughts. She heard him 
rise; heard him come towards her. His hand had grasped hers; his 
lips were pressed against the tender skin of her inner wrist, before 
she opened her eyes and said `No.'
He looked up, 
her hand still in his, and she gazed desperately 
into his face, trying to convey all that she had to say in a single 
look. But there were too many conflicting desires and thoughts for 
him to read. A flash of something like disappointment passed over 
his face and he dropped her hand abruptly.
`A 
drink,' he said.


`I've got something to say to you,' said Isobel.
`I see,' said Harry. `Do you want to sit down?'
`No,' said Isobel. `I just want to say it.'
'OK, then say it!'
Tine!' said 
Isobel. `Here it is.' She paused, steeling herself to 
utter the words. `I'm pregnant,' she said, then stopped, and the 
guilty word seemed to echo round the room. `With your baby,' she 
added. Harry made a slight start. `What?' said Isobel defensively. 
`Don't you believe me?'
`Of course I fucking 
believe you,' said Harry. `I was going to 
say . . .' He broke off. `It doesn't matter. Carry on.I
`You don't seem surprised,' said Isobel.
`Is that part of your little speech?'
'Oh, shut up!' She took a deep breath and fixed her 
eyes on the 
corner of the mantelpiece, willing her voice to remain steady. `I've 
thought about it very hard,' she said. `I've considered all the options,
 and I've decided to keep it.' She paused. `I've taken this decision 
knowing you don't want a child. So she'll have my name and 
I'll be responsible for her.'
`You know it's a 
girl?' interrupted Harry.
`No,' said Isobel 
shakily, put off her stride. `I . . . I tend to 
use the feminine pronoun if the gender is unspecific.'
`I see,' said Harry. `Carry on.'
`I'll
 be responsible for her,' said Isobel, speaking more quickly. 
`Financially, as well as everything else. But I think every child needs 
a father if at all possible. I know you didn't choose for things to be 
this way but neither did I, and neither did the baby.' She paused 
and clenched her fists tightly by her sides. `And so I'd like to ask 
that you carry some parental responsibility and involvement. What I 
propose is a regular meeting, perhaps once a month, so that this 
child grows up knowing who her father is. I'm not asking any more 
than that. But any child deserves that minimum. I'm just trying to 
be reasonable.' She looked up, with sudden tears in her eyes. `I'm 
just trying to be reasonable, Harry!'


`Once a month,' said Harry, frowning.
`Yes!' said Isobel angrily. `You can't expect a child 
to bond on 
twice-yearly meetings.'
`I suppose not.' Harry 
stalked to the window and Isobel 
watched him apprehensively. Suddenly he turned round.
`What about twice a month? Would that do?'
Isobel stared at him.
`Yes,' she
 said. `Of course '
`Or twice a week?'
`Yes. But . . .' Harry began to walk slowly towards 
her, his 
warm eyes locked onto hers.
`How about twice a 
day?'
'Harry-'
`How about 
every morning and every afternoon and all through 
the night?' He gently took hold of her hands; she made no effort 
to resist.
`I don't understand,' she said, trying
 to retain control of herself. `I don't-'
`How 
about I love you?' said Harry. `How about I want to be 
with you all the time? And be a better father to our child than I 
ever was with Simon.'
Isobel gazed up at him. 
Emotions were pushing up to the surface in an uncontrollable surge.
`But you can't! You said you didn't want a baby!' The 
words came rushing out of her in a hurt, accusatory roar; tears suddenly
 spilled onto her cheeks and she pulled her hands away. 
`You said-'


`When did I say that?' interrupted Harry. `I never 
said that.'
`You didn't exactly say it,' said 
Isobel after a pause. `But you 
pulled a face.'
`I did what?'
`A few months ago. I said a friend of mine was pregnant
 and 
you pulled this . . . this face.' Isobel swallowed. `And I said, Oh 
don't you like babies? And you changed the subject.' She looked 
up, to see Harry staring at her incredulously.
`That's
 it?'
`Isn't it enough? I knew what you meant.'
`You nearly got rid of our baby because of that?'
`I didn't know what to do!' cried Isobel defensively. 
`I 
thought-'
Harry shook his head.
`You think too much,' he said. `That's your problem.'
`I don't!'
`You reckon I don't 
like babies. Have you ever seen me with a 
baby?'
`No,' gulped Isobel.
`No. Exactly.'
He put his arms 
firmly round her and she closed her eyes. After a while, she felt the 
tension start to sag out of her. A thousand 
questions were racing around her mind, but, for the moment, she 
let them race.
`I like babies,' Harry said 
comfortably. `As long as they don't 
squawk.' Isobel tensed and her head jerked up.


`All babies squawk!' she said. `You can't expect-' 
She broke 
off, seeing his face. `Oh. You're joking.'
`Of 
course I'm joking,' said Harry. He raised his eyebrows. 
`Are you this good at interpreting your foreign diplomats? No 
wonder the world's at war Isobel Havill's been conducting the 
negotiations. She thought you didn't want peace because you pulled 
a nasty face.'
Isobel gave a shaky half-giggle 
half-sob, and nestled into his 
chest.
`You really want to have this baby?' she 
said. `Seriously?'
`I seriously do,' said Harry. 
He paused, stroking her hair. `And 
even if I didn't,' he added in a deadpan voice, `you shouldn't get 
rid of it. You never know, this might be your only chance.'
`Thanks a lot.'
`You're 
welcome.'
They stood for a while saying nothing, 
then Isobel pulled reluctantly away.
`I've got to
 go,' she said.
'Why?'
`They
 might need me at home.'
`They don't need you,' 
said Harry. `I need you. Stay here tonight.'
`Really?'
 Isobel tensed. `But what if someone sees me?' Harry 
began to laugh.
`Isobel, haven't you got it into 
your head yet?' he said. `I 
want everyone to see you! I love you! I want to ' He broke off 
and looked at her with a different expression. `Try this for size. 
What would you think about . . . about giving the baby my 
name?'


`You don't mean ...' Isobel stared up at him, 
feeling her skin 
begin to tingle.
`I don't know,' said Harry. `It 
depends. Do you already have a 
husband I should know about?'
`Bastard!' said 
Isobel, kicking his shins.
`Is that a yes?' said 
Harry, starting to laugh. `Or a no?'
`Bastard!'
James and Alexander sat at the kitchen table, drinking
 brandy and 
waiting for Olivia to come off the phone.
`I got 
these developed, by the way,' said Alexander suddenly, 
pulling out a stiff brown envelope from his bag. `On the house.'
`What are they?' said James.
`Have
 a look.'
James put down his drink, opened the 
envelope and pulled out 
a sheaf of glossy black and white photographs. He stared at the 
top one silently, then leafed through slowly to the bottom. Milly 
stared up at him again and again, her eyes wide and luminous, the 
curves of her face falling into soft shadows, her engagement ring 
sparkling discreetly in the corner of the frame.
`These
 are incredible,' he said at last. `Absolutely extraordinary. 
`Thanks,' said Alexander offhandedly. `I was pleased 
with 
them.'
`She looks beautiful, of course,' said 
James. `She always looks 
beautiful. But it's not just that.' He gazed again at the top print. 
`You've captured a depth to Milly in these pictures that I've never 
seen before. She suddenly looks . . . intriguing.'


`She looks like a woman with a secret,' said 
Alexander. He 
took a swig of brandy. `Which is exactly what she was.'
James looked up at him.
`Is that
 why you teased her? To get these pictures?'
`Partly,'
 said Alexander. `And partly because . . .' he shrugged 
. I'm an evil bastard, and that kind of thing gives me 
kicks.'
`And never mind the consequences?' said 
James.
`I didn't know there would be any 
consequences,' said Alexander. `I certainly didn't realize she would 
panic. She seemed so ...' 
He paused. `On top of herself.'
`She may look 
strong,' said James, `but she's fragile underneath.' He paused. `Just 
like her mother.'
They both looked up as Olivia 
appeared in the kitchen.
`So,' said James grimly.
 `Did you speak to Canon Lytton? Was 
it Esme who told him?'
`That silly young curate 
wouldn't tell me!' said Olivia, with a 
spark of her old vigour. `Can you believe it? He said it wasn't up 
to him to break a confidence, and Canon Lytton was too busy to 
come to the phone. Too busy!'
`What's he doing?' 
asked James.
Olivia exhaled sharply and a curious
 flicker passed across her 
face.
`Conducting a wedding rehearsal,' she said.
 `For the other 
couple getting married tomorrow.' There was a subdued little 
pause. `I don't suppose there's much we can do about it,' she 
added, pouring herself a glass of brandy.
`Yes 
there is,' said James. `We can go round there and we can 
get an answer.'


`What, and interrupt the wedding rehearsal?' Olivia 
stared at 
him. `James, are you serious?'
`Yes,' said James.
 `I am. If my cousin has betrayed Milly's confidence and deliberately 
ruined her wedding, then I want to know 
about it.' He put down his drink. `Come on, Olivia! Where's your 
fighting spirit?'
`Are you serious?' repeated 
Olivia.
`Yes,' said James. `And besides ' he 
glanced at Alexander 
'-it might be fun.'
Simon was sitting by the 
window of his bedroom, trying to read a 
book, as the doorbell rang. A spasm of nerves went through him 
and he quickly got to his feet, discarding the book. It was Milly. It 
had to be Milly.
He had driven back to Pinnacle 
Hall from Esme's house with a 
hopeful happiness bubbling through him like spring water. After 
the wounding shock and anger of last night, he felt as though life 
was once again on course. He'd made the first move towards a 
reconciliation with Milly; as soon as she responded, he would renew his 
apologies and try to heal the wound between them as 
best he could. They would wait patiently for her divorce to come 
through; organize another wedding; start life again.
And now here she was. He descended the wide stairs, a 
foolish grin spreading over his face, and briskly crossed the hall. But 
before he was halfway across, his father's study door opened and 
Harry appeared. He was laughing and gesturing to someone in 
his room; a whisky glass was in his hand.
`It's 
all right,' said Simon quickly. `I'll get it.' Harry turned 
round in surprise.


`Oh, hello,' he said. `Are you expecting someone?'
`I don't know,' said Simon awkwardly. `Milly, maybe.'
`Ah,' said Harry. `I'll get out of your way, then.'
Simon grinned at his father and, without thinking, 
allowed his 
eyes to roam inside the open study door. To his surprise he caught 
a glimpse of female leg by the fire. A mild curiosity began to rise 
through him and he glanced questioningly at his father. Harry 
seemed to think for a couple of seconds, then he flung the study 
door open.
Isobel Havill was sitting by the fire.
 Her head shot up, a 
shocked expression on her face, and Simon stared back at her in 
surprise.
`You know Isobel, don't you, Simon?' 
said Harry cheerfully.
`Yes, of course,' said 
Simon. `Hi, Isobel. What are you doing 
here?'
`I'm here to talk about the wedding,' she 
said after a pause.
`No you're not,' said Harry. 
`Don't lie to the boy.'
`Oh,' said Simon 
confusedly. `Well, it doesn't-'
`We have 
something to tell you, Simon,' said Harry. `Although 
this may not be quite the best time ...'
`No, 
it's not,' interrupted Isobel firmly. `Why doesn't one of 
you answer the door?'
`What have you got to tell 
me?' said Simon. His heart began 
to thud. `Is it about Milly?'
Isobel sighed. 
`No,' she said.
`Not directly,' said Harry.
`Harry!' said Isobel, a note of irritation entering 
her voice. 
`Simon doesn't want to hear this now!'
`Hear 
what?' said Simon as the doorbell rang again. He looked 
from one to the other. Isobel was giving his father a private little 
frown; Harry was grinning back at her teasingly. Simon stared at 
the two of them, communicating in a silent, intimate language, 
and suddenly, with a lurch, he understood.


`Get the door,' said Isobel. `Somebody.'
`I'll go,' said Simon in a strangled voice. Isobel shot
 his father 
an angry look.
`Simon, are you OK?' said Harry 
apologetically. `Listen, I 
didn't mean to '
`It's OK,' said Simon, not 
looking back. `It's OK.'
He strode up to the 
front door and yanked it open with a shaking, clumsy hand. On the 
doorstep was a stranger. A tall, wellbuilt man, with blond hair that 
shone under the lantern like a halo, 
and bloodshot blue eyes full of a miserable wariness.
Simon stared back at the stranger in disappointment, 
too nonplussed by events to speak. Thoughts were skittering round his 
mind like mad bowling balls, as his brain tried to link this new 
information to all the evidence that had been before him over the 
last few months. How many times had he seen his father and Isobel 
together? Hardly ever. But maybe that fact should have been a 
sign in itself. If he'd paid more attention, might he have noticed 
something? How long had their affair been going on, anyway? And 
where the hell was Milly?
`I'm looking for Simon 
Pinnacle,' said the stranger at last. 
His eyes shone entreatingly at Simon and there was a curious, 
preemptive defensiveness to his voice. `Are you him, by any 
chance?'
`Yes,' said Simon, forcing himself to 
focus; to pull himself together. `I am. How can I help you?'
`You won't know who I am,' said the man.
`I think I do,' interrupted Isobel, from behind Simon. 
`I think I know exactly who you are.' An incredulous note entered her 
voice as she gazed up at him. `You're Rupert, aren't you?'


Giles Claybrook and Eleanor Smith were standing at 
the altar of 
St Edward's, gazing silently at one another.
`Now,'
 said Canon Lytton, smiling benevolently at the pair of 
them. `Is it to be one ring or two?'
`One,' said 
Giles, looking up.
`Giles won't wear a wedding 
ring,' said Eleanor, a slight flush 
of annoyance coming to her features. `I've tried to persuade him.'
`Ellie, love,' said Eleanor's uncle, filming behind on
 a video 
camera. `Could you move slightly to the right? Lovely.'
`One ring,' said Canon Lytton, making a note on his 
service 
sheet. `Well, in that case ...'
There was a 
rattle at the doors at the back of the church, and 
he looked up in surprise. The door swung open, to reveal James, 
Olivia and Alexander.
`Forgive us,' said James, 
walking briskly up the aisle. `We just 
need a moment with Canon Lytton.'
`We won't be 
long,' said Olivia.
`Sorry to interrupt,' added 
Alexander cheerfully.
`What's going on?' said 
Giles, peering down the aisle.
`Mrs Havill, I am 
busy!' thundered Canon Lytton. `Kindly wait 
at the back!'
`It won't 
take a second,' said James. `We just need to know 
who told you about Milly's first wedding?'
`If 
you are trying to convince me, at this late stage, that the information 
is false . . .' began Canon Lytton.
`We're not!' 
said James impatiently. `We just need to know.'


`Was it him?' demanded Olivia, pointing to 
Alexander.
`No,' said Canon Lytton, `it wasn't. 
And now if you would 
kindly-'
`Was it my cousin, Esme Ormerod?' asked 
James.
There was silence.
`I
 was told in confidence,' said Canon Lytton at last, a slight 
stiffness entering his voice. `And I'm afraid that '
`I'll take that as confirmation that it was,' said 
James. He sank 
down onto a pew. `I just don't believe it. How could she? She's 
supposed to be Milly's godmother! She's supposed to help and 
protect her!'
`Indeed,' said Canon Lytton 
sternly. `And would it be helping 
your daughter to stand back as she deliberately entered a marriage based
 on lies and falseness?'
`What are you saying?' 
said Olivia incredulously. `That Esme 
was trying to act in Milly's best interests?'
Canon
 Lytton made a small gesture of assent.
`Well 
then you're mad!' cried Olivia. `She was acting out of 
spite and you know it! She's a spiteful, malicious troublemaker! 
You know, I never liked that woman. I saw through her, right from 
the start.' She nodded at James. `Right from the start.'
Canon Lytton had turned to Giles and Eleanor.
`My apologies for this unseemly interruption,' he said.
 `Now 
let us resume. The giving and receiving of the ring.'
`Hold on,' said Eleanor's uncle. 'I'll rewind the 
video, shall I? 
Or do you want me to keep all this?' He gestured to James and 
Olivia. `We could send it in to a TV show.'
`No 
we bloody couldn't,' snapped Eleanor. `Carry on, Canon 
Lytton.' She shot a malevolent look at Olivia. `We'll ignore 
these rude people.'


`Very well,' said Canon Lytton. `Now, Giles, you 
will place 
the ring on Eleanor's finger, and repeat after me.' He raised his 
voice: `With this ring, I thee wed.'
There was a 
pause, then Giles said self-consciously, `With this 
ring, I thee wed.'
`With my body, I thee 
worship.'
`With my body I thee worship.'
As the ancient words rose into the empty space of the 
church, 
everyone seemed to relax. Olivia raised her eyes to the vaulted 
ceiling, then looked down at James. A wistful look came over her 
face and she sat down next to him. They both watched Alexander 
as he crept forward and took a discreet picture of Canon Lytton 
trying to ignore the video camera.
`Do you 
remember our wedding?' she said quietly.
`Yes,' 
said James. He met her eyes cautiously. `What about it?'
`Nothing,' said Olivia. `I was just . . . remembering 
it. How 
nervous I was.'
`You, nervous?' said James, half 
smiling.
`Yes,' said Olivia. `Nervous.' There was
 a long pause, then she 
said, without meeting his eye, `Perhaps next week-if you felt like 
it-we could go up to Edinburgh. Just for a break. We could have 
a look around. Stay in a hotel. And . . . and talk about things.'
There was silence.
`I'd like 
that,' said James eventually. `I'd like that very much.' 
He paused. `What about the bed and breakfast?'
`I
 could close it for a bit,' said Olivia. She flushed slightly. `It's 
not the most important thing in my life, you know.'
James stared at her silently. Cautiously, he moved his 
hand 
across towards hers. Olivia remained motionless. Then there was 
a sudden rattling at the door, and they jumped apart like scalded cats. 
The young curate of the church was striding up the aisle, cordless phone
 in hand.


`Canon Lytton,' he said, a note of excitement in his
 voice. `You 
have a very urgent telephone call from Miss Havill. I wouldn't 
interrupt, normally, but--'
`From Milly?' said 
Olivia in surprise. `Let me speak to her!'
`From 
Isobel Havill,' said the curate, ignoring Olivia. 'Speaking from 
Pinnacle Hall.' He handed the phone to Canon Lytton, 
his eyes gleaming. `Apparently there's been a rather startling 
development.'
Isobel put down the telephone and 
looked at the others.
`I just spoke to Mummy at 
the church,' she said. `You know, it 
wasn't Alexander who told the vicar about Milly.'
`Who
 was it?' said Simon.
`You won't believe this,' 
said Isobel. She paused for effect. `It 
was Esme.'
`That doesn't surprise me,' said 
Harry.
`Do you know her?' said Isobel, staring at
 him in surprise.
`I used to,' said Harry. `Not 
any more. Not for a long time,' 
he added hastily. Isobel gave him a briefly suspicious look, then 
frowned, tapping her nails on the phone.
`And 
Milly doesn't even realize! I must call her.'
`No
 wonder she wouldn't let me in the house,' said Simon, as 
Isobel picked up the phone again. `The woman's a bloody weirdo!'
There was a tense silence as Isobel waited to be 
connected. 
Suddenly her face changed expression, and she motioned for the 
others to be quiet.


`Hi, Esme,' she said, her voice airily casual. `Is 
Milly there by 
any chance? Oh, right. Could you maybe wake her up?' She pulled 
a face at Simon, who grimaced back. `Oh, I see. OK, well, not to 
worry. Just give her my love!'
She put down the 
phone and looked at the others.
`You know, I 
really don't trust that woman,' she said. `I'm going round there.'


 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
the bottom of the stairs, Milly stopped and 
put her case down on the floor.
`I'm not sure,' 
she said.
`What do you mean, you're not sure?' 
said Esme briskly, coming into the hall. She was wearing her fur hat and
 holding a pair 
of black leather gloves and a road map. `Come on! It's getting 
late.'
`I'm not sure about going away,' said 
Milly. She sat down on 
the stairs. `I feel as if I'm running away from everything. Maybe 
it would be better to stay and be brave and face it out.' Esme 
shook her head.
`Darling, you're not running away
 you're being sensible. If 
we stay here, you'll spend all of tomorrow with your face pressed 
against the window, brooding. If we go away, at least you'll have a 
different view to distract you.'


`But I should talk to my parents, at least.'
`They'll still be here on Monday. And they'll be too 
busy to 
talk at the moment.'
`Well then, maybe I should 
help them.'
`Milly,' said Esme impatiently, 
`you're being ridiculous. The 
best place for you at the moment is somewhere far away, tranquil 
and discreet, where you can think about life properly for once. 
Take some time out, rebalance yourself, work out your priorities.'
Milly stared at the floor for a while.
`It's true,' she said at last. `I do need a chance to 
think.'
`Of course you do!' said Esme. `You need 
some unhurried peace 
and solitude. If you go home, you'll be surrounded by mayhem and 
distraction and emotional pressure. From your mother especially.'
`She was very upset,' said Milly. `Mummy. She really 
wanted 
the wedding to happen.'
`Of course she did,' said
 Esme. `We all did. But now that it's 
not going to happen, you're going to have to think about life in a 
different way. Aren't you?'
Milly sighed and 
stood up.
`Yes,' she said. `You're right. A 
weekend in the countryside is 
exactly what I need.'
`You won't regret it,' said
 Esme, and smiled at her. `Come 
on. Let's get on the road.'
Esme's Daimler was 
parked on the street outside, underneath 
a street light. As they got in, Milly turned round in her seat and 
peered curiously through the back window.
`That 
looks like Isobel's car,' she said.


`There are lots of these little Peugeots around the 
place,' 
murmured Esme. She turned on the ignition and a blast of Mozart 
filled the car.
`It is Isobel's car!' said Milly,
 peering harder. `What's Isobel 
doing here?'
`Well, I'm afraid we can't hang 
around,' said Esme, swiftly putting the car into gear. `You can give her
 a ring when we get there.'
`No, wait!' protested
 Milly. `She's getting out. She's coming 
towards us. Esme, stop!' Esme put the car into gear and began 
to drive off, and Milly stared at her in astonishment. `Esme, stop!' 
she said. `Stop the car!'
Hurrying along the 
street, Isobel saw Esme's car pulling away 
from the kerb and felt a thrust of panic. She began to run after 
the car, panting in the winter air, desperate not to let Milly out 
of her sight. She could just see Milly's blond head incarcerated 
behind Esme's expensive Daimler windows; as she ran, she saw 
Milly turn and see her, then say something to Esme. But the car 
didn't stop. A surge of fury went through Isobel as she saw it 
disappearing away from her towards the end of the road. Who did 
this bitch think she was? Where the hell was she taking Milly? A 
furious adrenalin began to pump round her body and, with an 
almighty effort, she upped her pace to a sprint. She careered along 
the pavement, keeping the rear lights of the Daimler in sight, unsure 
what she would do when Esme turned the corner and zipped 
off down the main road.
But the traffic lights at
 the end of the road were red, and as 
Esme's car approached them it was forced to slow down. Feeling 
like a triumphant Olympic athlete, Isobel caught up with the car and 
began to bang on Milly's window. Inside, she could see Milly 
shouting animatedly at Esme, then struggling with the handbrake. 
Suddenly Milly's door opened and she spilled out, half falling, onto 
the pavement.


`What do you want?' she gasped to Isobel. `I thought
 it must 
be important.'
`Too right it's important!' 
managed Isobel, red in the face and 
panting hard, almost unable to speak for anger. `Too right it's 
important! My God!' She pushed her hair out of her eyes and forced 
herself to take a couple of deep breaths. `For a start, you might 
like to know, it was this bitch who shopped you to the vicar.' She 
gestured scornfully at Esme, who stared back at her from the driver's 
seat with furious, glinting eyes.
`What do you 
mean?' said Milly. `It was Alexander.'
`It wasn't
 Alexander, it was Esme! Wasn't it?' snapped Isobel 
at Esme.
`Really?' said Milly, looking at Esme 
with wide eyes. `Really?'
`Of course not!' said 
Esme tartly. `Why would I do such a 
thing?'
`To get back at Harry, perhaps,' said 
Isobel, a new, scathing 
note entering her voice.
`You're talking 
nonsense!'
`I'm not,' said Isobel. `He's told me 
all about you. Everything.'
`Has he now?' said 
Esme mockingly.
`Yes,' said Isobel coldly. `He 
has.'
There was silence. Esme's glinting eyes 
ranged sharply over 
Isobel's face, then suddenly flickered in comprehension.
`I see,' she said slowly. `So that's how it is.' She 
gave Isobel a 
tiny, contemptuous smile. `I might have guessed as much. You Havill 
girls do have a penchant for money, don't you?'


`You're a bitch, Esme,' said Isobel.
`I don't understand,' said Milly, looking from Isobel 
to Esme. 
`What are you talking about? Esme, did you really tell Canon 
Lytton about me being married?'
`Yes I did,' said
 Esme. `And it was for your own good. You 
didn't want to marry that immature, sanctimonious little prig!'
`You betrayed me!' cried Milly. `You're supposed to be 
my godmother! You're supposed to be on my side!'
`I
 am on your side,' retorted Esme.
Behind them, a 
line of cars was beginning to mount up. One 
of them sounded its horn and Isobel gestured impatiently back.
`Milly, listen,' said Esme. `You're far too good for 
marriage to 
Simon Pinnacle! Your life hasn't begun yet. Don't you understand? 
I saved you from a life of tedium and mediocrity.'
`Is that what you think?' said Milly, her voice rising 
in disbelief. `That you saved me?'
Several more 
cars began to sound their horns. Towards the back 
of the queue, a driver got out of his car and began to walk along 
the pavement.
`Darling, I know you very well,' 
began Esme. `And I know 
that '
`You don't!' interrupted Milly. `You don't
 know me very well. 
You don't bloody know me at all! All of you think you know me 
and none of you do! You haven't got any idea what I'm really like, 
underneath ...'
`Underneath what?' challenged 
Esme.
Milly gazed silently at Esme, panting 
slightly, her face bathed 
green in the glow of the traffic light above, then looked away.
`Excuse me.' A truculent male voice interrupted them. 
`Have 
you seen the light?'


`Yes,' said Milly dazedly. `I think I probably 
have.'
`The lady was just leaving,' said Isobel, 
and slammed the passenger door of Esme's car viciously. `Come on, 
Milly,' she said, 
taking her sister's arm. `Let's go.'
As they sped
 away in Isobel's car, Milly sank back into her seat 
and massaged her brow with her fingertips. Isobel drove quickly 
and efficiently, glancing at Milly every so often but saying nothing. 
After a while, Milly sat up and smoothed back her hair.
`Thanks, Isobel,' she said.
`Any
 time.'
`How did you guess it was Esme?'
`It had to be,' said Isobel. `No one else knew. If 
Alexander 
hadn't told anyone, it had to be her. And ...' She paused. `There 
were other things.'
`What things?' Milly 
swivelled her head towards Isobel. 
`What was all that about getting back at Harry?'
`They
 had a liaison,' said Isobel shortly. `Let's just say it didn't 
work.'
`How do you know?'
`He
 told Simon. And me. I was over there just now.' A tinge 
of pink came to Isobel's cheeks and she put her foot down rather 
hard on the accelerator. Milly stared at her sister.
`Is something wrong?'
`No,' said
 Isobel. But the pink in her cheeks was deepening to 
a red and she wouldn't look round. Milly's heart began to thump.
`Isobel, what's going on? What did Esme mean, you've 
got a 
penchant for money?'
Isobel said nothing, but 
changed gear with a crunch. She signalled to turn left and turned the 
windscreen wipers on by 
mistake.


`Damn,' she said. `This bloody car.'
`There's something you're not telling me, Isobel,' said
 Milly. 
`You're hiding something.'
`I'm not,' said 
Isobel.
`What were you doing at Pinnacle Hall?' 
Milly's voice suddenly sharpened. `Who were you seeing?'
`No one.'
`Don't play games with
 me! Have you and Simon been seeing 
each other behind my back?'
`No!' said Isobel, 
laughing. `Don't be ridiculous.'
`How do I know? 
If my godmother can betray me, then why 
can't my own sister?'
Isobel glanced at Milly. 
Her face was white and tense and her 
hands were tightly gripping the seat.
`For God's 
sake, Milly,' she said quickly. `We're not all Esme 
Ormerod! Of course I haven't been seeing Simon.'
`Well,
 what is it, then?' Milly's voice rose higher. `Isobel, tell 
me what's going on!'
'OK!' Isobel said. 'OK. I'll
 tell you. I was going to break it to 
you gently but since you're so bloody suspicious ...' She glanced 
at Milly and took a deep breath. `It's Harry.'
`What's
 Harry?' said Milly.
`Who I was seeing. He's . . 
.' Isobel swallowed. `The father.' 
She glanced at Milly's face, still blank and uncomprehending. `Of 
my child, Milly! He's . . . he's the one I've been seeing.)
`What?' Milly's voice ripped through the car like the 
cry of a 
bird. `You've been seeing Harry Pinnacle?'
'Yes.'


`He's the father of your child?'
`Yes.'
`You've been having an 
affair with Simon's dad?' Milly's voice 
was becoming higher and higher.
`Yes!' said 
Isobel defensively. 'But--' She stopped at the sound 
of Milly bursting into sobs. `Milly, what's wrong?' She shot a quick 
look at Milly, who was doubled over in her seat, clasping her face 
in her hands. Tears suddenly sprang to her own eyes, blurring her 
view of the road. `Milly, I'm really sorry,' she said. `I know this is 
a terrible time to tell you. Oh Milly, don't cry!'
`I'm not crying,' managed Milly. `I'm not crying!'
`What do you-'
`I'm laughing!' 
Milly gasped for breath, looked at Isobel, then 
erupted into hysterical giggles again. `You and Harry! But he's so 
old!'
`He's not old!' said Isobel.
`He is! He's ancient! He's got grey hair!'
`Well I don't care. I love him. And I'm going to have 
his baby!'
Milly raised her head and looked at 
Isobel. She was staring 
ahead defiantly but her lips were trembling and tears had spilled 
onto her cheeks.
`Oh Isobel, I'm sorry!' Milly 
said in distress. `I didn't mean it! 
He's not old really.' She paused. `I'm sure you'll make a lovely 
couple.'
`Of fogies,' said Isobel, signalling to 
turn right.
`Don't!' said Milly. A tiny giggle 
erupted from her and she 
clamped her mouth shut. `I can't believe it. My sister, having a secret 
affair with Harry Pinnacle. I knew you were up to something. 
But I never would have guessed in a million years.' She looked up. 
`Does anyone else know?'


`Simon.'
`You told Simon 
before me?' said Milly, hurt. Isobel rolled her 
eyes exasperatedly.
`Milly, you sound just like 
Mummy!' she said. `And no, I didn't. 
He came across us.'
`What, in bed?'
`No, not in bed!'
Milly giggled.
`Well, I don't know, do I? You might have been.' She 
glanced at 
Isobel's profile. `You're very good at keeping secrets, you know.'
`Speak for yourself!' said Isobel.
`Yes, I suppose so,' said Milly, after a pause. `I 
suppose so. But 
you know ...' She stretched out her legs and put her feet up on 
the dashboard. `I never thought of my marriage to Allan as a secret, 
exactly.'
`What was it, then?'
`I don't know,' said Milly vaguely. She thought for a 
moment. `A secret is something which you have to keep hidden. 
But that was more like ... something in a different world. Something 
which never really existed in this world.' She gazed out of 
the window, watching as the inky black hedgerow sped by. `I still 
think of it a bit like that. If no one had found out about it, it 
wouldn't have existed.'
`You're mad,' said 
Isobel, signalling left.
`I'm not!' Milly pointed
 her feet, encased in pink suede, against 
the glass. `Do you like my new shoes, by the way?'
`Very nice.'
`Twenty quid. Simon
 would hate them.' A tiny satisfaction entered her voice. `I thought I 
might cut my hair, too.'


`Good idea,' said Isobel absently.
`Bleach it. And get a nose-ring.' She met Isobel's 
horrified eye 
and grinned. `Or something.'
As they approached 
Pinnacle Hall, Milly's eyes suddenly focused 
on her surroundings, and she stiffened.
`Isobel, 
what's going on?' she said.
`We're going to 
Pinnacle Hall,' said Isobel.
`I can see that,' 
said Milly. `But why?'
Isobel didn't reply for a 
while.
`I think we should wait until we get 
there,' she said at last.
`I don't want to see 
Simon,' said Milly, `if that's your idea. If 
you've set up some meeting, you can forget it. I'm not going to 
see him.'
`You know, he came to apologize to you 
this afternoon,' said 
Isobel. `He brought you flowers. But Esme wouldn't let him in.' 
She turned towards Milly. `Now do you want to see him?'
`No,' said Milly after a pause. `It's too late. He 
can't undo the 
things he said.'
`I think he's genuinely sorry,' 
said Isobel, as they approached 
the gates of Pinnacle Hall, `for what that's worth.'
`I don't care,' said Milly. As the car crackled on the 
drive, she 
shrank down in her seat. `I don't mind seeing Harry,' she said. 
`But not Simon. I'm just not going to see him.'
`Fine,'
 said Isobel calmly. `It's not him I've brought you to 
see, anyway. There's someone else who's come to see you.' She 
switched off the engine and looked at Milly. `Brace yourself for a 
shock,' she added.


`What?' But Isobel was already out of the car and 
walking towards the house. Hesitantly, Milly got out and began to follow
 
her, crunching on the gravel. Automatically her eyes rose to 
Simon's bedroom window, in the far left corner of the house. 
The curtains were drawn but she could see a chink of light. Perhaps he 
was behind the curtains, watching her. A dart of apprehension went 
through her and she began to walk more quickly, 
wondering what Isobel had been talking about. As she neared the 
front door, it suddenly opened and a tall figure appeared in the 
shadows.
`Simon!' said Milly, without thinking.
`No.' Rupert's subdued voice travelled easily through 
the evening air; as he moved forward his blond hair was visible under 
the 
light. `Milly, it's me.' Milly stopped in astonishment.
`Rupert?' she said incredulously. `What are you doing 
here? 
You were in London.'
`I came down by train,' said
 Rupert. `I had to see you. There 
was no one at your house, so I came here.'
`I 
suppose you've heard, then,' said Milly, shifting her feet on 
the gravel. `It all came out. The wedding's off.'
`I
 know. That's why I'm here.' He rubbed his face, then 
looked up. `Milly, I tracked down Allan for you.'
`You've
 found him? Already?' Milly's voice rose in excitement. `Where is he? Is
 he here?'
`No,' said Rupert. He walked slowly 
towards her across the 
gravel and took her hands. `Milly, I've got some bad news. 
Allan's . . . Allan's dead. He died four years ago.'
Milly stared at him in stunned silence, feeling as 
though a 
bucket of icy cold water had hit her in the face. Allan dead. The 
idea circled her mind like some sort of foreign body, impossible to 
digest. It couldn't be true. Allan couldn't be dead. People his 
age didn't die. It was ludicrous.


As she gazed at Rupert, a sudden desire rose within 
her to 
giggle; to turn this into the joke it must surely be. But Rupert 
wasn't smiling or laughing. He was gazing at her with a strange 
desperation, as though waiting for a reaction; an answer. Milly 
blinked a few times, and swallowed, her throat suddenly dry like 
sandpaper.
`What . . . how?' she managed. Visions
 of car crashes ran 
through her mind. Aeroplane disasters; mangled wreckage on 
the television.
`Leukaemia,' said Rupert.
A fresh jolt hit Milly and the base of her spine began 
to tingle 
unpleasantly.
`He was ill?' she said, and licked 
her dry lips. `All that time, 
he was ill?'
`Not while we knew him,' said 
Rupert. `It was afterwards.'
`Did he . . . suffer
 much?'
`Apparently not,' said Rupert, a low, 
suppressed anguish in 
his voice. `But I don't know. I wasn't there.'
Milly
 gazed at him for a few silent seconds.
`It's all
 wrong,' she said eventually. `He shouldn't . . .' Something was 
constricting her throat. `He shouldn't have died.' She 
shook her head violently. `Allan didn't deserve to die.'
`No,' said Rupert in a trembling voice. `He didn't.'
She stared at him for a moment and a thousand shared 
memories seemed to pass between them. Then, in a moment of pure 
instinct, she reached out her arms. Rupert half fell against her, 
stumbling on the gravel, and buried his head in her shoulder. 
Milly held on tightly to him and looked up at the inky sky, tears 
blurring her view of the stars. And as a cloud passed over the 
moon it occurred to her for the first time that she was a widow.


As Isobel entered the kitchen, Simon looked up 
warily from his 
seat at the huge refectory table. He was cradling a glass of wine 
and in front of him was the Financial Times, open hut-Isobel 
suspected unread.
`Hi,' he said.
`Hi,' said Isobel. She sat down opposite him and 
reached for 
the wine bottle. For a while there was silence. Isobel looked curiously 
at Simon. He was staring down, avoiding her eye, as though 
experiencing some kind of internal struggle.
`So,'
 he said at last. `I gather you're pregnant. Congratulations.'
`Thanks,' said Isobel. She gave him a little smile. 
`I'm really 
happy about it.'
`Good,' said Simon. `That's 
great.' He reached for his glass of 
wine and took a deep swig.
`It'll be your 
half-brother,' added Isobel. `Or sister.'
`I 
know,' said Simon shortly. Isobel looked at him sympathetically.
`Are you finding this difficult to deal with?'
`Well, to be honest, just a tad!' said Simon, putting 
down his 
glass. `One minute you're going to be my sister-in-law. The next 
minute you're not going to be my sister-in-law. Then all of a sudden, 
you're going to be my stepmother, and you're having a baby!'
`I know,' said Isobel. `It is all a bit sudden. I'm 
sorry. Truly.' She 
took a thoughtful sip of wine. `What do you want to call me, by the 
way? "Stepmother" seems a bit of a mouthful. How about "Mum"?'
`Very funny,' said Simon irritably. He took a swig of 
wine, picked up the newspaper and put it down again. `Where the hell's 
Milly? They're taking a long time, aren't they?'


`Oh come on,' said Isobel. `Give the girl a chance. 
She's just 
found out that her husband's dead.'
`I know,' 
said Simon, `I know. But even so . . .' He stood up 
and walked to the window, then turned round. `So-what do you 
think of this Rupert, then?'
`I don't know,' said
 Isobel. `I have to say, I was expecting a 
complete bastard. But this guy just seems . . .' She thought for 
a moment. `Very sad. He just seems very sad.'
`The
 truth is,' said Rupert, `I should never have married her.' He 
was leaning forward, his head resting wearily on his knuckles. Next 
to him, Milly wrapped her arms more tightly around her knees. 
They were sitting on a low wall behind the office wing; above them, 
like a second moon, was the old stable clock. `I knew what I was. I 
knew I was living a lie. But, you know, I thought I could do it.' He 
looked up miserably. `I really thought I could do it!'
`Do what?' said Milly.
`Be a 
good husband! Be a normal, decent husband. Do all the 
things everybody else does. Have dinner parties and go to church 
and watch our children in a nativity play . . .' He broke off, staring 
into the darkness. `We were trying for a baby, you know. Francesca 
was pregnant last year. It would have been due in March. But she 
lost it. Now everyone will be thanking God that she had that 
miscarriage, won't they?'
`No,' said Milly 
uncertainly.
`Of course they will. They'll be 
calling it a blessing.' He looked 
up with bloodshot blue eyes. `Maybe I'm being selfish. But I wanted that
 baby. I desperately wanted that baby. And I-' He 
faltered slightly. `I would have been a good father to it.'


`It would have been lucky to have you,' said Milly 
stoutly.
`That's sweet,' said Rupert, a faint 
smile coming to his face. 
`Thanks.'
`But a baby isn't glue, is it?' said 
Milly. `A baby doesn't keep a 
marriage together.'
`No,' said Rupert. `It 
doesn't.' He thought for a moment. 
`The odd thing is, I don't think we ever had a marriage. Not what 
I would call a marriage. We were like two trains, running side by 
side, barely aware of each other's existence. We never argued; 
we never clashed. To be honest, we hardly knew each other. It 
was all very civil and pleasant but it wasn't real.'
`Were you happy?'
`I don't 
know,' said Rupert. `I pretended to be. Some of the 
time I even fooled myself.'
There was silence. 
Somewhere in the distance a fox barked. 
Rupert sighed and stretched out his legs in front of him.
`Shall we go in?' he said.
'OK,'
 said Milly vaguely. Rupert looked at her curiously for a 
while.
`How about you?' he said at last.
`What about me?'
`You know 
Allan's death changes everything.'
`I know,' said
 Milly. She examined her hands intently for a 
moment, then stood up. `Come on. I'm getting cold.'
At the sound of the front door opening, Simon stood up,
 as 
abruptly as though a small electric current had been passed through his 
body. He smoothed back his hair and began to make awkwardly 
for the kitchen door, checking his appearance as he passed the 
uncurtained window. Isobel looked at him with raised eyebrows.


`She probably won't want to talk to you,' she said. 
`You really 
hurt her, you know.'
`I know,' said Simon, 
halting at the door. `I know. But ...' 
He reached for the door knob, hesitated for a few seconds, then 
pushed the door open.
`Good luck,' called Isobel 
after him.
Milly was standing just inside the 
front door, her hands deep 
in her pockets. At the sound of Simon's tread, she looked up. Simon 
stopped, and stared at her. She seemed suddenly different; 
as though the events of the last two days had remoulded her face, 
her entire person.
`Milly,' he said shakily. She 
gave a faint acknowledgement. 
`Milly, I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I didn't mean any of the things I 
said.' His words came tumbling out like apples from a tree. `I 
had no right to speak to you like that. I had no right to say those 
things.'
`No,' said Milly in a low voice. `You 
didn't.'
`I was hurt, and I was shocked. And I 
lashed out without thinking. But if you give me another chance, I'll ...
 I'll make it up to 
you.' Simon's eyes suddenly shone with tears. `Milly, I don't care 
if you've been married before. I don't care if you've got six children. I
 just want to be with you.' He took a step towards her. `And 
so I'm asking you to forgive me and give me another chance.'
There was a long pause.
`I 
forgive you,' said Milly at last, staring at the floor. `I forgive 
you, Simon.'
`Really?' Simon stared at her. 
`Really?' She gave a tiny shrug.


`It was understandable, the way you reacted. I 
should have 
told you about Allan in the first place.'
There 
was an uncertain silence. Simon moved forward and 
tried to take Milly's hands but she flinched. He dropped his hands 
and cleared his throat.
`I heard what happened to
 him,' he said. `I'm really sorry.'
`Yes,' said 
Milly.
`You must be-'
`Yes.'
`But ...' He hesitated. `You know what it means for 
us?' Milly 
looked at him as though he were speaking a foreign language.
`What?' she said.
`Well,' said 
Simon. `It means we can get married.'
`No, 
Simon,' said Milly. Simon paled slightly.
`What 
do you mean?' he said, keeping his voice light. Milly 
met his eyes briefly, then looked away.
`I mean, 
we can't get married.' And as he watched her in disbelief, she turned on
 her heel and walked out of the front door.


 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
walking
 until she reached Isobel's car. Then 
she leaned against the passenger door and scrabbled in her pocket 
for a cigarette, trying to ignore the burning ache in her chest; trying 
not to think of Simon's startled face. She had done the right 
thing, she told herself. She had been honest. Finally, she had been 
honest.
With shaky hands she put the cigarette in
 her mouth and 
flicked repeatedly at her lighter, but the evening breeze blew the 
flame out every time. Eventually, with a little cry of frustration, 
she threw the cigarette on the ground and stamped on it. She felt 
suddenly powerless and marooned. She couldn't go back into the 
house. She couldn't drive off without a car key. She didn't even 
have a mobile phone. Perhaps Isobel would come and find her in 
a moment.


There was a sudden crunching on the gravel and she 
looked 
up, then jumped as she saw Simon striding towards her, a look of 
serious intent on his face.
`Look, Simon, don't 
even bother,' she said, turning away. `It's 
over, OK?'
`No, it's not OK!' exclaimed Simon. He
 reached the car, 
panting slightly. `What do you mean, we can't get married? Is it 
because of the things I said? Milly, I'm just so sorry. I'll do anything
 I can to make it up. But don't give up on us just because of 
that!'
`It's not about that!' said Milly. `Yes, 
you hurt me. But I told 
you, I forgive you.' Simon stared at her.
`Well, 
what, then?'
`It's more basic than that. It's . .
 . us. You and me as a couple, 
full stop.' She gave a small shrug and began to walk off.
`What's wrong with you and me as a couple?' said Simon,
 
starting to follow her. `Milly, talk to me! Don't just run away!'
`I'm not running away!' said Milly, wheeling round to 
face 
him. `But there's no point talking about it. Take it from me, it just 
wouldn't work. So let's act with a little dignity, shall we? Goodbye, 
Simon.'
She paused, then began to walk quickly 
off again.
`Fuck dignity!' exclaimed Simon, 
hurrying after her. `I'm not 
going to just let you walk out of my life like that! Milly, I love 
you. I want to marry you. Don't you love me? Have you stopped 
loving me? If you have, just tell me!'
`It's not 
that!' said Milly.
`Then what's wrong!' His voice
 jabbed at the back of her head. 
`What's wrong?'
'OK!' said Milly, suddenly 
stopping. 'OK!' She closed her eyes, then opened them and looked 
straight at him. `What's 
wrong is that . . . I haven't been honest with you. Ever.'


`I told you, I don't care about that,' said Simon. 
`You can have 
ten husbands for all I care!'
`I'm not talking 
about Allan,' said Milly desperately. `I'm talking about all the other 
lies I've told you.' Her words rose into the 
evening air like birds escaping. `Lies, lies, lies!'
Simon stared at her in discomposure. He swallowed, and 
pushed his hair back.
`What lies?'
`You see?' cried Milly. `You have no idea! You have no 
idea 
who I really am! You don't know the real Milly Havill.'
`Kepinski,' said Simon.
Milly's 
eyes narrowed; she turned round and began to stride 
away.
`I'm sorry,' said Simon at once. `I didn't 
mean it! Milly, come 
back!'
`It's no good!' said Milly, shaking her 
head. `It won't work. I 
can't do it any more.'
`What are you talking 
about?' exclaimed Simon, hurrying after her.
`I 
can't be what you think I am! I can't be your perfect Barbie 
doll.'
`I don't treat you like a fucking Barbie 
doll!' said Simon in 
outrage. `Jesus! I treat you like an intelligent, mature woman!'
`Yes!' cried Milly, turning with a spatter of gravel. 
`And that's 
the trouble! You treat me like some thinking man's version of a 
Barbie doll. You want an attractive intelligent woman who wears 
expensive shoes and thinks soap operas are trivial and knows 
all about the effect of the exchange rate on European imports. Well, I 
can't be her! I thought I could turn into her, but I can't! I 
just can't!'


`What?' said Simon, staring at her in astonishment. 
`What the 
hell are you talking about?'
`Simon, I can't live
 up to your expectations any more.' Tears 
sprang to Milly's eyes and she brushed them away impatiently. `I 
can't play a part all my life. I can't be something I'm not. Rupert 
tried to do that, and look where it got him!'
`Milly,
 I don't want you to be something you're not. I want 
you to be you.'
`You can't want that. You don't 
even know me.'
`Of course I know you!'
`You don't,' said Milly despairingly. `Simon, I keep 
trying to 
tell you. I've been lying to you ever since we first met.'
`About what?'
`About 
everything!'
`You've been lying to me about 
everything?'
`Yes.'
`Like 
what, for Christ's sake?'
`Everything!'
`Name one thing.'
'OK.' Milly 
paused, and ran a shaky hand through her hair. `I 
don't like sushi.'
There was a stupefied silence.
`Is that it?' said Simon eventually. `You don't like 
sushi?'
`Of course that's not it,' said Milly 
quickly. `Bad example. I .. . 
I never read the newspapers. I only pretend to.'
`So
 what?' said Simon.
`And I don't understand 
modern art. And I watch terrible TV.'
`Like 
what?' said Simon, laughing.


`Things you've never even heard of! Like . . . like 
Family Fortunes!'
`Milly-' Simon began to walk 
towards her.
`And I . . . I buy cheap shoes and 
don't show you them.'
`So what?'
`What do you mean, so what?' Angry tears started to 
Milly's 
eyes. `All this time, I've been pretending to be something that 
I'm not. At that party, where we first met, I didn't really know 
about vivisection! I saw it on Blue Peter!'
Simon
 stopped still. There was a long silence.
`You 
saw it on Blue Peter,' he said at last.
`Yes,' 
said Milly tearfully. `A Blue Peter special.'
With
 a sudden roar, Simon threw back his head, and began to 
laugh.
`It's not funny!' said Milly indignantly.
`Yes it is!' said Simon through his laughter. `It's 
very funny!'
`No it's not!' cried Milly. `All 
this time, I've been feeling guilty 
about it. Don't you understand? I've been pretending to be mature and 
intelligent. And I fooled you. But I'm not intelligent. I'm 
just not!'
Simon abruptly stopped laughing.
`Milly, are you serious?'
`Of 
course I am,' said Milly, in tears. `I'm not clever! I'm not 
bright!'
`Yes you are.'
`No
 I'm not! Not like Isobel.'
`Like Isobel?' echoed
 Simon incredulously. `You think Isobel's 
bright? How bright is it to get knocked up by your boyfriend?' 
He raised his eyebrows at Milly and suddenly she gave a little 
giggle.


`Isobel may be intellectual,' said Simon. `But 
you're the brightest star of your family.'
`Really?'
 said Milly in a little voice.
`Really. And even 
if you weren't even if you had only one 
brain cell to call your own I'd still love you. I love you, Milly. 
Not your IQ.'
`You can't possibly love me,' said 
Milly jerkily. `You don't ...'
`Know you?' said 
Simon. `Of course I know you.' He sighed. 
`Milly, knowing a person isn't like knowing a string of facts. It's 
more like . . . a feeling.' He lifted his hand and gently pushed 
back a strand of her hair. `I can feel when you're going to laugh 
and when you're going to cry. I can feel your kindness and your 
warmth and your sense of humour. I feel all that inside me. And 
that's what matters. Not sushi. Not modern art. Not Family Fortunes.' He
 paused, then said in a deadpan voice, "'Our survey 
said ... "'
Milly gaped at him.
`Do you watch it?'
`I catch it 
occasionally.' He grinned. `Come on, Milly, I'm allowed to be human, 
too. Aren't I?'
There was silence. In the 
distance a clock chimed. Milly exhaled shakily and said, almost to 
herself, `I could do with--'
`A cigarette?' 
interrupted Simon. Milly raised her head to look 
at him, then gave a tiny shrug.
`Maybe,' she 
said.
`Come on,' said Simon, grinning. `Did I get
 that right? Doesn't 
that prove I know you?'
'Maybe.'
`Admit it! I know you! I know when you want a 
cigarette. 
That's got to be true love. Hasn't it?'


There was a pause, then Milly said again, `Maybe.' 
She reached 
in her pocket for her cigarette packet and allowed Simon to 
cradle the flame of her lighter from the wind.
`So,'
 he said, as she inhaled her first drag.
`So,' 
said Milly.
There was a still, tense silence. 
Milly took another drag, not 
meeting Simon's eyes.
`I was thinking,' said 
Simon.
`What?'
`If you'd 
like to, we could go and get some pizza. And 
maybe ...' He paused. `You could tell me a little bit about yourself.'
'OK,' said Milly. She blew out a cloud of smoke and 
gave him 
half a smile. `That would be nice.'
`You do like 
pizza,' added Simon.
Yes,' said Milly. `I do.'
`You're not just pretending, to impress me.'
`Simon,' said Milly. `Shut up.'
`I'll
 go and get the car,' he said, feeling in his pocket for his keys.
`No, wait,' said Milly, waving her cigarette at him. 
`Let's walk. 
I feel like walking. And . . . talking.' Simon stared at her.
`All the way into Bath?'
`Why 
not?'
`It's three miles!'
`You
 see, that just shows,' said Milly. `You don't know me. I 
can walk three miles. At school I was in the cross-country team.'
`But it's bloody freezing!'
`We'll
 warm up as we walk. Come on, Simon.' She put her 
hand on his arm. `I really want to.'
'OK,' said 
Simon, putting away his car keys. `Fine. Let's walk.'


`They're going into the garden,' said Isobel. 
`Together.' She 
turned back from the window. `But they haven't kissed yet.'
`Maybe they don't want an audience,' said Harry. 
`Especially 
a nosy older sister.'
`They don't know I'm 
watching!' retorted Isobel. `I've been 
very careful. Oh. They've gone now.' She bit her lip and sat back 
on the window-seat. `I hope . . . you know.'
`Relax,'
 said Harry from his seat by the fire. `Everything will 
be fine.' Isobel looked at him. He had a piece of paper in his hand 
and a pen.
`What are you doing?' she asked. Harry
 glanced up and saw 
her gazing at him.
`Nothing,' he said, and 
quickly folded the piece of paper in 
two.
`Show me!' said Isobel.
`It's nothing important,' said Harry, and began to put 
the paper 
in his pocket. But Isobel was across the room in a moment, and 
whipped it out of his grasp.
`It's just a few 
names that sprang to mind,' said Harry stiffly, 
as she uncrumpled it. `I thought I'd jot them down.'
Isobel stared down at the page and started to laugh.
`Harry, you're mad!' she said. `We've got seven months
 to 
think about it!' She looked down the list, smiling at some of the 
names and pulling faces at others. Then she turned over the paper. 
`And what's all this?'
`Oh that,' said Harry. A 
slightly shamefaced look came to his 
face. `That was just in case we have twins.'


Milly and Simon were walking slowly through the 
gardens of 
Pinnacle Hall, towards a wrought-iron gate which opened onto 
the main road.
`This isn't at all what I was 
supposed to be doing tonight,' said 
Milly, gazing up into the starry sky. `Tonight, I was supposed to 
be having a quiet supper at home and packing my honeymoon 
case. 
`I was supposed to be smoking a cigar with
 Dad and having 
second thoughts,' said Simon.
`And are you?' said
 Milly. `Having second thoughts?'
`Are you?' 
rejoined Simon.
Milly said nothing, but continued
 to stare at the sky. They carried on walking silently, past the rose 
garden, past the frozen 
fountain and into the orchard.
`There it is,' 
said Simon, suddenly stopping. `The bench. 
Where I proposed to you.' He glanced at her. `Remember?' Milly 
stiffened slightly.
`Yes,' she said. `Of course I
 remember. You had the ring in 
your pocket. And the champagne ready in the tree stump.'
`I spent days planning it,' said Simon reminiscently. 
He went 
over and patted the stump. `I wanted it to be perfect.'
Milly stared at him, clenching her fists by her sides. 
Honesty, 
she told herself furiously. Be honest.
`It was 
too perfect,' she said bluntly.
`What?' Simon's 
head jerked up in shock and Milly felt a stab 
of guilt.
`Simon, I'm sorry,' she said at once. 
`I didn't mean it.' She walked a little way away from him and looked 
into the trees. `It 
was lovely.'


`Milly, don't pretend,' said Simon, his voice stiff 
with hurt. 
`Tell me the truth. What did you really think?'
There
 was a pause.
`Well, OK,' said Milly at last. `If
 I'm really going to be honest, 
it was beautiful but . . .' She turned round to face him. `Just a 
bit too planned. You had the ring on my finger before I could take 
a breath. The next minute, you're cracking open the champagne 
and we're officially engaged. I never . . .' She broke off and rubbed 
her face. `I never had time to think about it.'
There
 was silence.
`I see,' said Simon at last. `And 
if you'd had time to think, 
what would you have said?' Milly looked at him for a few long 
seconds, then turned away.
`Come on,' she said. 
`Let's go and get that pizza.'
'OK,' said Simon, 
his voice tinged with disappointment. 'OK.' 
He took a few steps, then stopped. `And you're quite sure you want 
to walk.'
`Yes,' said Milly. `Walking always 
clears my head.' She held 
out her hand. `Come on.'
Half an hour later, in 
the middle of the dark road, Milly stopped.
`Simon?'
 she said in a little voice. `I'm cold.'
`Well, 
let's walk more quickly then.'
`And my feet hurt.
 My shoes are giving me blisters.'
Simon stopped,
 and looked at her. She had wrapped her 
hands in the ends of her jersey sleeves and buried them under her 
armpits; her lips were trembling and her teeth were chattering.


`Is your head clear?' he asked.
`No,' said Milly miserably. `It's not. All I can think 
about is a 
nice hot bath.'
`Well, it's not long now,' said 
Simon cheerfully. Milly peered 
ahead at the black, unlit road.
`I can't go on 
any more. Are there any taxis?'
`I don't think 
so,' said Simon. `But you can have my jacket.' 
He took it off and Milly grabbed it, snuggling into the warm lining. 
`Won't you be cold?' she said vaguely.
'I'll be 
all right,' said Simon. `Shall we go on?'
'OK,' 
said Milly, and began to hobble forward again. Simon 
stopped, and looked at her.
`Is that the best you
 can do?'
`My feet are bleeding,' wailed Milly. 
Simon's eyes fell on her 
feet.
`Are those new shoes?'
`Yes,' said Milly dolefully. `And they were very cheap.
 And 
now I hate them.' She took another step forward and winced. Simon 
sighed.
`Come here,' he said. `Put your feet on 
my feet. I'll walk you 
for a bit.'
`Really?'
`Come
 here. Put your shoes in your pocket.'
He grasped
 Milly firmly round the waist and began to stride 
awkwardly forward into the night, carrying her feet on his own.
`This is nice,' said Milly after a while.
`Yes,' grunted Simon. `It's great.'


`You walk very quickly, don't you?'
`I do when I'm hungry.'
`I'm 
sorry about this,' said Milly in a subdued voice. `It was a 
nice idea though, wasn't it?' There was a pause, and she turned 
round, nearly throwing Simon off balance altogether. `Wasn't it, 
Simon?'
Simon began to laugh, his voice hoarse 
from the evening air.
`Yes, Milly,' he said at 
last, almost gasping with the effort of 
speaking. `One of your best.'
When they finally 
arrived at the pizza restaurant, they were both 
nearly speechless with cold and effort. As they opened the door, the 
warmth of the air and the garlic-laden smell of food hit them in the 
face in an intoxicating blast. The place was full, buzzing with people 
and music; the cold dark road suddenly seemed a million miles 
away.
`A table for two, please,' said Simon, 
depositing Milly on the 
floor. `And two large brandies.'
Milly smiled at 
him, rubbing her cold, reddened cheeks.
`You 
know, my feet feel a bit better now,' she said, trying 
them out experimentally on the marble floor. `I think I'll be able 
to walk to the table.'
`Good,' said Simon, 
stretching his back. `That's great.'
They were 
shown to a booth by a red-dressed waiter, who 
immediately returned with the two brandies.
`Cheers,'
 said Milly. She met Simon's eyes hesitantly. `I don't 
quite know what we're toasting. Here's to . . . the wedding we 
never had?'


`Let's toast us,' said Simon, looking at her 
suddenly seriously. 
`Let's toast us. Milly '
`What?'
There was silence. Milly's heart began to thump. 
Nervously, 
she began to shred her paper napkin.
`I haven't 
planned this,' said Simon. `God knows I haven't 
planned this. But I can't wait any longer.'
He 
put down his menu and sank to one knee on the floor beside the booth. 
There was a slight flurry around the restaurant as 
people looked over and began to nudge each other.
I 
`Milly, please,' said Simon. `I'm asking you again. And I . . . 
hope beyond hope that you'll say yes. Will you marry me?'
There was a long silence. At last Milly looked up. Her 
cheeks 
were tinged a rosy pink; her napkin was a red papery mess in her 
fingers.
`Simon, I don't know,' she said. `I . . .
 I need to think about it.'
As they came to the 
end of their pizzas, Milly cleared her throat 
and looked nervously at Simon.
`How was your 
pizza?' she said in a dry voice.
`Fine,' said 
Simon. `Yours?'
`Fine.' Their eyes met very 
briefly; then Simon looked away.
`Do you ...' he 
began. `Have you ...'
`Yes,' said Milly, biting 
her lip. `I've finished thinking.'
Her gaze ran 
over him still kneeling on the floor beside the 
table, as he had been throughout the meal, his food spread around 
him like a picnic. A tiny smile came to her face.
`Would
 you like to get up now?' she said.


`Whatever for?' said Simon, taking a swig from his 
glass of 
wine. `I'm very comfortable down here.'
`I'm sure
 you are,' said Milly, her lips trembling. `I'm sure 
you are. I just thought . . . you might want to kiss me.'
There was a tense silence.
`Might
 I?' said Simon eventually. Slowly he put down his wine 
glass and raised his eyes to hers. For a few moments they just gazed 
at each other, unaware of the waiters nudging one another and calling 
into the kitchen; oblivious of anything but themselves. `Might I 
really?'
`Yes,' said Milly, trying to control her
 shaking voice. `You 
might.' She put down her napkin, slid down off her seat beside him 
onto the marble floor and wrapped her arms around his neck. As 
her lips met his, there was a small ripple of applause from around 
the restaurant. Tears began to stream down Milly's cheeks, onto 
Simon's neck and into their mingled mouths. She closed her eyes 
and leaned against his broad chest, inhaling the scent of his skin, 
suddenly too weak to move a muscle. She felt drained of all energy, 
emptied of all emotion; unable to cope with anything more.
`Just one question,' said Simon into her ear. `Who's 
going to 
tell your mother?'


 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
the 
next morning the air was bright and crisp. 
As Milly's little car pulled up outside 1 Bertram Street, the postman 
was about to push a bundle of letters through the letterbox.
`Morning!' he said, turning round. `How's the bride?'
`Fine,' said Milly, giving him a tight little smile. 
She took the letters from him, reached inside her pocket for her key 
then paused. 
Her heart was beating in a mixture of anticipation and dread, and 
a thousand introductory phrases whirled around her mind. She 
stared for a few seconds at the shiny gloss of the front door, then 
put her key into the lock.
`Mummy?' she called as
 she entered, her voice high with nerves. 
`Mummy?' She put the letters down on the hall stand and took off 
her coat, trying to stay calm. But suddenly excitement was bubbling 
through her like soda, and she could feel a wide grin licking across her
 face. She felt like laughing and singing and jumping up 
and down like a little girl. `Mummy, guess what?'


She threw open the door of the kitchen joyfully and 
felt a 
sudden jerk of astonishment. Her mother and father were sitting 
companionably together at the kitchen table, both still in their 
dressing gowns, as though they were on holiday.
`Oh,'
 she said, not quite sure why she felt so surprised.
`Milly!' exclaimed Olivia, putting down her paper. `Are
 you 
all right?'
`We assumed you stayed the night at 
Harry's,' said James.
`Have you had breakfast?' 
said Olivia. `Let me get you some 
coffee and how about some nice toast?'
`Yes,' 
said Milly. `I mean, no. Look, listen!' She pushed a hand 
through her hair, and the smile returned to her face. `I need to tell 
you some good news. Simon and I are going to get married!'
`Oh, darling!' cried Olivia. `That's wonderful!'
`So you made up with him,' said James. `I'm very glad 
to hear 
it. He's a good chap.'
`I know he is,' said 
Milly. A smile spread across her face. `And 
I love him. And he loves me. And it's all lovely again.'
`This is simply marvellous!' said Olivia. She picked up
 her 
mug and took a sip of coffee. `When were you thinking of having 
the wedding?'
`In two hours' time,' said Milly 
happily.
`What?' exclaimed Olivia, dropping her 
mug down on the table 
with a little crash.
`Milly, are you serious?' 
said James. `This morning?'
`Yes! This morning!' 
said Milly. `Why not?'
`Why not?' said Olivia, 
her voice rising in panic. `Because noth ing's arranged! Because we've 
cancelled everything! I'm very sorry, 
darling, but there isn't a wedding to have any more!'


`Mummy, we've got everything we need for a wedding,'
 said 
Milly. `A bride and a groom. Someone to give me away'-she 
looked at James `and someone to wear a big hat and cry. We've 
even got the wedding cake. We don't need any more than that.'
`But Canon Lytton-'
`We told him
 last night,' said Milly. `In fact, it's all arranged. 
So come on!' She gestured to the pair of them. `Get dressed! Get 
ready!'
`Wait!' called Olivia, as Milly 
disappeared out of the kitchen 
door. `What about Simon? He hasn't got a best man!' The door 
opened and Milly's face appeared again.
`Yes he 
has,' she said. `He's got a jolly fine best man.'
`It's
 all very easy,' said Simon, taking a gulp of coffee. `Here are 
the rings. When the vicar asks you for them, you just hand them 
over. And that's it!'
`Right,' said Harry 
heavily. He took the two gold bands from 
Simon and stared at them for a couple of seconds as though trying to 
commit their form to memory. `The vicar asks me for the 
rings, and I hand them over. Do I hold them out on the palm of 
my hand, or in my fingers, or what?'
`I don't 
know,' said Simon. `Does it matter?'
`I don't 
know!' said Harry. `You tell me! Jesus!'
`Dad, 
you're not nervous, are you?' said Simon.
`Of 
course I'm not fucking nervous!' said Harry. `Now go on. 
Go and shine your shoes.'


`See you later,' said Simon at the kitchen door, and
 grinned 
back at Harry.
`Are you nervous?' said Isobel, 
from the window-seat, when 
Simon had gone.
`No,' said Harry, then looked up.
 `Maybe a bit.' He pushed 
back his chair abruptly and strode over to the window. `It's ridiculous.
 I shouldn't be Simon's best man, for Christ's sake!'
`Yes you should,' said Isobel. `He wants you.'
`He hasn't got anyone else, you mean. So he asks his 
old dad.'
`No, that's not what I mean,' said 
Isobel patiently. `He could 
easily phone up a friend from work. You know he could. But 
he wants you. You are his best man. And mine.' She reached for his 
hand and after a moment he squeezed hers. Then she glanced at her 
watch and pulled a face. `And now I really must go. Mummy will be 
having kittens.'
`I'll see you there, then,' said
 Harry.
`See you there,' said Isobel. At the 
door, she turned back.
`Of course, you know what 
the perk of being the best man is.'
`What's 
that?'
`You get to sleep with the chief 
bridesmaid.'
`Is that so?' said Harry, 
brightening.
`It's in all the rule books,' said 
Isobel. `Ask the vicar. He'll tell 
you. 
As she went into the hall, she saw Rupert 
coming down the 
stairs. Unaware that he was being watched, his face was full of an 
unformed grief; a raw misery that made Isobel's spine prickle 
unpleasantly. For a few moments she stood silently, saying nothing. 
Then, suddenly feeling like a voyeur, she forced herself to make a sound
 with her foot and pause for a moment before walking forward, giving him
 a chance to gather his thoughts before he saw her.


`Hello,' she said. `We were wondering if you were 
all right. 
Did you sleep well?'
`Great, thanks,' said 
Rupert, nodding. `Very kind of Harry to 
put me up.'
`Oh my God,' said Isobel. `That was 
nothing! It was very kind 
of you to come all this way to tell Milly about . . .' She tailed off 
awkwardly. `You know the wedding's back on?'
`No,'
 said Rupert. He gave her a strained smile. `That's great 
news. Really great.' Isobel stared at him in compassion, wanting 
somehow to make everything right for him.
`You 
know, I'm sure Milly would want to you to come,' she 
said. `It isn't going to be a big, smart wedding any more. Just the 
six of us, in fact. But if you'd like to, we'd all be delighted if you 
could come.'
`That's very kind,' said Rupert 
after a pause. `Very kind indeed. 
But . . . I think I might go home instead. If you don't mind.'
`Of course not,' said Isobel. `Absolutely. Whatever you
 want.' 
She looked around the empty hall. `I'll find someone to drive you 
to the station. There's a fast London train every hour.'
`I'm not going to London,' said Rupert. A distant, 
almost peaceful expression came to his face. `I'm going home. To 
Cornwall.'
By ten-thirty, Olivia was fully 
dressed and made up. She peered 
at her reflection in the mirror and gave a satisfied smile. Her bright 
pink suit fitted perfectly and the matching wide-brimmed hat cast 
a rosy glow over her face. Her blond hair shone brightly in the 
winter sunshine as she turned her face this way and that, checking for 
make-up imperfections and fluff on the black velvet collar of 
her jacket. Finally she turned away and picked up her bag, noticing with
 pleasure the handmade pink silk bows now decorating 
her patent leather shoes.


`You look stupendous!' said James, coming in.
`And you look very handsome,' said Olivia, running her 
eyes 
over his morning coat. `Very distinguished. Father of the bride.'
`Mother of the bride,' rejoined James, grinning at her.
 'Speaking of which, where is she?'
`Still 
getting ready,' said Olivia. `Isobel's helping her.'
`Well then,' said James, `I suggest we go and partake 
of a little 
pre-wedding champagne. Shall we?' He held out his arm and, 
after a moment's hesitation, Olivia took it. As they descended the 
stairs into the hall, a voice stopped them.
`Hold
 it. Just for a second. Don't look at me.'
They 
paused, smiling at each other while Alexander snapped 
away for a few seconds.
'OK,' he said. `You can 
carry on now.' As Olivia passed him, 
he winked at her. `Great hat, Olivia. Very sexy.'
`Thank
 you, Alexander,' said Olivia, a slight blush coming to 
her cheeks. James squeezed her arm and her blush deepened.
`Come on,' she said quickly. `Let's have that 
champagne.'
They went into the drawing room, 
where a fire was crackling 
and James had laid out a champagne bottle and glasses. He handed 
her a glass and raised his own.
`Here's to the 
wedding,' he said.
`The wedding,' said Olivia. 
She sipped at her champagne, then 
sat down gingerly on the edge of a chair, being careful not to crease 
her skirt. `Are we having speeches at the reception?'


`I don't know,' said James humorously. `Are we 
having a reception?' Olivia shrugged and took a sip of champagne.
`Who knows? It's up to Milly. This is her day now.' A 
flicker of 
emotion passed over her face. `I'm just another guest.' James met 
her eyes compassionately.
`Do you mind?' he said.
 `Do you mind that we aren't having 
the big lavish wedding that you planned? The ice swans and the 
organist flown in from Geneva and the five thousand VIPs?'
`No,' said Olivia after a pause. `I don't mind.' She 
smiled 
brightly at James. `They're getting married. That's the important 
thing, isn't it? They're getting married.'
`Yes,'
 said James. `That's the important thing.'
There 
was a pause. Olivia stared into the fire, cradling her 
drink.
`And you know,' she said suddenly, `in 
many ways, it's more 
original to have a tiny, private wedding. Big weddings can become 
rather vulgar if one isn't careful. Don't you think?'
`Absolutely,' said James, smiling.
`One might almost have planned this all along!' said 
Olivia, 
happiness starting to edge her voice. `After all, we don't want the 
world and all its riff-raff at the wedding of our daughter, do we? 
We want an intimate, exclusive wedding.'
`Well, 
it'll certainly be intimate,' said James, draining his glass. 
`I'm not sure about exclusive.'
There was a sound
 at the door and he looked up. Isobel was 
standing in the doorway, dressed in a long flowing column of pale 
pink silk. Her hair was wreathed in flowers and her cheeks were 
self-consciously flushed.
`I've come to announce 
the bride,' she said. `She's ready.'


`You look wonderful, darling!' exclaimed James.
`Absolutely beautiful!' said Olivia. Isobel shrugged.
`I look all right,' she said. `You should see Milly. 
Come and 
watch her walking down the stairs. Alexander is taking pictures.'
`Darling,' said Olivia sharply, as Isobel turned to go.
 `What 
happened to the roses?'
`What roses?'
`The silk roses that were on your dress!'
`Oh, those,' said Isobel after a pause. `They . . . 
fell off.'
`Fell off?'
`Yes,'
 said Isobel. `You can't have sewn them on very well.' She 
looked at Olivia's perplexed face and grinned. `Come on, Mummy. 
The roses don't matter. Come and see Milly. She's the main attraction.'
They all filed into the hall and looked up the stairs.
 Coming 
slowly down, smiling shyly through her veil, was Milly, wearing a 
starkly cut dress of ivory satin. The stiff, embroidered bodice was 
laced tightly around her figure; the long sleeves were edged at the 
wrist with fur; in her hair sparkled a diamond tiara.
`Milly!' said Olivia shakily. `You look perfect. A 
perfect bride.' 
Tears suddenly filled her eyes and she turned away.
`What do you think?' said Milly tremulously, looking 
around 
at them all. `Will I do?'
`Darling, you look 
exquisite,' said James. `Simon Pinnacle can 
count himself a very lucky young man.'
`I can't 
believe it's really happening,' said Olivia, holding a tiny 
hanky to her eyes. `Little Milly. Getting married.'
`How are we all going to get there?' said Alexander, 
taking a 
final picture. `I want to take my tripod with me.'
`Milly?' said James, looking up at her. `It's your 
show.'


`I don't know,' said Milly, a perturbed expression 
coming over 
her face. She descended a few steps, her train falling behind her. 
`I hadn't thought about it.'
`Let's walk!' said 
Isobel, grinning at her.
`Shut up, Isobel,' said 
Milly. `Oh God. What are we going to 
do?'
`If we take both cars,' said James, looking 
at Olivia, `you could 
drive Alexander and Isobel, and I could come on with Milly ... 
He was interrupted by a ring at the front door and they
 all 
looked up.
`Who on earth ' said James. He looked 
around, then silently 
went to open it. A man holding a peaked cap under his arm was 
standing on the steps. He bowed stiffly.
`Wedding
 cars for Havill,' he said.
`What?' James peered 
past him onto the street. `But these 
were cancelled!'
`No they weren't,' said the man.
 James turned back.
`Olivia,' he said. `Didn't 
you cancel the wedding cars?'
`Of course I did,' 
said Olivia crisply.
`Not according to my 
information,' said the man.
`Not according to 
your information,' echoed Olivia, shaking 
her head in exasperation. `Does it ever occur to you people that 
your information might be wrong? I spoke to a young woman at 
your company only yesterday and she assured me that everything 
would be cancelled. So what I suggest is that you get back in your 
car, and speak to whoever mans the telephone, and sure enough, 
you will find-'
`Mummy!' interrupted Milly in 
agonized tones. `Mummy!' She 
pulled a meaningful face at Olivia, who suddenly realized what she 
was saying.


`However,' she said, pulling herself up straight. 
`By very good 
fortune, the situation has changed once again.'
`So
 you do want the cars,' said the man.
`We do,' 
said Olivia haughtily.
`Very good, madam,' said 
the man, and disappeared down the 
steps. As he reached the bottom, the words `fucking nutter' travelled 
audibly back towards them.
`Right,' said James. 
`Well, you lot go off ... and Milly and I 
will follow. Isn't that the protocol?'
`See you 
there,' said Isobel, grinning at Milly. `Good luck!'
As they descended the steps to the waiting cars, 
Alexander 
drew Isobel back slightly.
`You know, I'd really 
like to take some shots of you on your 
own some time,' he said. `You've got fantastic cheekbones.'
`Oh really?' said Isobel, raising her eyebrows. `Is 
that what 
you say to all the girls?'
`No,' said Alexander. 
`Only the stunning ones.' He looked at 
her. `I'm serious.'
Isobel stared at him.
'Alexander-'
`I don't know if 
this is out of order,' he said, hoisting his tripod on his shoulder. 
`But maybe, when all this wedding business 
is over . . . you and I could go for a drink?'
`You've
 got a nerve!' said Isobel.
`I know,' said 
Alexander. `Do you want to?'
Isobel began to 
laugh.
`I'm very flattered,' she said. `I'm also 
pregnant.'
`Oh.' He shrugged. `That doesn't 
matter.'
`And . . .' she added, a faint tinge 
coming to her cheeks, 
. I'm going to get married.'


`What?' Ten yards ahead of them, Olivia wheeled 
round on 
the pavement, her eyes bright. `Isobel! Are you serious?'
Isobel rolled her eyes at Alexander.
`It's just an idea, Mummy,' she said in a louder voice.
 `It isn't 
definite.'
`But who is he, darling? Have I met 
him? Do I know his name?'
Isobel gazed dumbly at 
Olivia. She opened her mouth to speak, 
closed it again, looked away and shifted on the ground.
`He's . . . he's someone I'll introduce you to later,' 
she said 
at last. `After the wedding's finished. Let's just get that over first. 
All right?'
`Whatever you say, darling,' said 
Olivia. `Oh, I'm so thrilled!'
`Good!' said 
Isobel, smiling weakly. `That's good.'
Harry and 
Simon arrived at the church at ten to eleven. They 
pushed open the door and looked silently around the huge, empty, 
decorated space. Simon glanced at his father, then walked a few 
paces up the broad aisle, his shoes echoing on the stones.
`Aha!' said Canon Lytton, appearing out of a side door.
 `The 
bridegroom and his best man! Welcome!' He hurried down the 
aisle towards them, past the gleaming rows of empty mahogany 
pews, each adorned with flowers.
`Where do we 
sit?' said Harry, looking around. `All the best 
seats are taken.'
`Very droll,' said Canon 
Lytton, beaming at him. `The places 
for the groom and his best man are at the front, on the right-hand 
side.'
`This is very good of you,' said Simon, as
 they followed him 
towards the front of the church. `To reinstate the service at such short
 notice. And with such small numbers. We're very 
grateful.'


`Numbers are immaterial,' said Canon Lytton. `As our
 Lord 
said Himself, "Where two or three have met together in my 
name, I am there among them."' He paused. `Of course, the collection 
plate may suffer a little as a result ...' He broke off delicately, and 
Harry cleared his throat.
`Naturally, I'll make 
up the shortfall,' he said. `If you give me 
some kind of estimate.'
`So kind,' murmured Canon
 Lytton. `Ah, here comes Mrs 
Blenkins, our organist. You were very fortunate that she was free 
this morning!'
An elderly woman in a brown anorak
 was walking up the aisle 
towards them.
`I haven't practised anything up,' 
she said as soon as she reached 
them. `There hasn't been the time, you see.'
`Of 
course not,' said Simon at once. `We completely-'
`Will
 "Here Comes the Bride" do you?'
`Absolutely,' 
said Simon, glancing at Harry. `Whatever. Thanks 
very much. We're very grateful.' The woman nodded, and 
marched off, and Canon Lytton disappeared in a rustle of linen.
Simon sat down on the front pew and stretched his legs 
out 
in front of him.
`I'm terrified,' he said.
`So am I,' said Harry, giving a little shudder. `That 
priest gives 
me the creeps.'
`Will I be a good husband?' Simon
 threw back his head and 
looked up into the cavernous space of the church. `Will I make 
Milly happy?'
`You already do make her happy,' 
said Harry. `Just don't change anything. Don't think you have to act 
differently because you're 
married.' He met Simon's eye. `You love her. That's enough for 
anyone. 


There was a noise at the back of the church and 
Olivia appeared, a vision in bright pink. She walked up the aisle, her 
heels 
clacking lightly on the floor.
`They'll be here 
in a minute,' she whispered.
`Come and sit beside
 me,' said Harry, patting the pew. For an 
instant, Olivia wavered.
`No,' she said 
regretfully. `It wouldn't be right. I have to sit 
on the other side.' She lifted her chin slightly. `Since I am the 
mother of the bride.'
She sat down, and there was
 a few minutes' silence. From out 
of nowhere the organ began to play quietly. Simon stretched out 
his fingers and stared hard at them. Harry looked at his watch. 
Olivia brought out a compact and checked her reflection.
Suddenly there was a rattling at the back of the church
 and 
they all jumped.
Simon took a deep breath, trying
 to steady his nerves. But his 
heart was pounding and his palms felt damp.
`Do 
you think we should stand up?' he whispered to his father.
`I don't know!' hissed back Harry. He looked equally 
agitated. `How the fuck do I know?'
Olivia turned
 and peered towards the back of the church.
`I 
can see her!' she whispered. `She's here!'
The 
organ music slowed down, then stopped altogether. Looking hesitantly at 
each other, the three of them stood up. There was 
an agonized silence; no one seemed to be breathing.
Then the familiar chords of Wagner's Wedding March 
swelled 
into the air. Simon felt a lump coming to his throat. Not daring to look
 round, he stared ahead, blinking furiously, until he felt 
Harry tugging his sleeve. Very slowly he swivelled his head round 
until he was looking down the aisle, and felt his heart stop. There 
was Milly on her father's arm, looking more beautiful than he'd 
ever seen her. Her lips were parted in a tremulous smile; her 
eyes were sparkling behind her veil; her skin glowed against the 
pale creaminess of her dress.


As she reached his side she stopped. She hesitated, 
then, with 
trembling hands, slowly lifted the gauzy veil from her face. As 
she did so, her fingers brushed the necklace of freshwater pearls 
she was wearing. She paused, holding one of the tiny pearls, and 
for a few moments her eyes dimmed.
Then she let 
go of it, took a deep breath and looked up.
`Ready?'
 said Simon.
`Yes,' said Milly, and smiled at 
him. `I'm ready.'
As Rupert arrived at the little
 cottage perched on the cliffs, it 
was nearly midday. He glanced at his watch as he walked up the 
path, and thought to himself that Milly would be married by now. 
She and Simon would be drinking champagne, as happy as two 
people could ever be.
The door opened before he 
reached it, and his father looked 
out.
`Hello, my boy,' he said kindly. `I've been 
expecting you.'
`Hello, Father,' said Rupert, and
 put down his briefcase to give 
his father a hug. As he met the older man's mild, unquestioning 
gaze, he felt his defences crumble completely, as though he might 
suddenly burst into unstoppable sobs. But his emotions were run 
dry; he was beyond tears now.


`Come and have a nice cup of tea,' said his father, 
leading the 
way into the tiny sitting room, overlooking the sea. He paused. 
`Your wife called today, wondered if you were here. She said to 
tell you she was sorry. And she sends you her love and prayers.'
Rupert said nothing. He sat down by the window and 
looked 
out at the empty blue sea. It occurred to him that he'd almost 
completely forgotten about Francesca.
`You also 
had a call from another young woman a few days 
ago,' called his father from the tiny kitchen. There was a clatter 
of crockery. `Milly, I think her name was. Did she manage to track 
you down?'
The flicker of something like a smile 
passed across Rupert's 
face.
`Yes,' he said. `She tracked me down.'
`I hadn't heard of her before,' said his father, 
coming in with 
a teapot. `Is she an old friend of yours?'
`Not 
really,' said Rupert. `Just ...' He paused. `Just the wife 
of a friend of mine.'
And he leaned back in his 
chair and stared out of the window 
at the waves breaking on the rocks below.
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