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Chapter One
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London, July 1961

‘I have a telephone call from Los Angeles. In America. Just connecting you.’

‘I think there’s some mistake …’ Diana protested – she didn’t know anyone who lived in America – but her voice was lost in a succession of clicks and buzzes as the operator pushed plugs into a switchboard.

‘I’m putting you through to Mr Wanger,’ said a cheery American voice, and Diana raised her eyebrows in surprise. He was the producer of a film about Cleopatra they had been making at Pinewood Studios the previous winter but the plug had been pulled after its star, Elizabeth Taylor, suffered a bout of near-fatal pneumonia.

Walter came on the line, his voice sounding as though he was in a cave somewhere far off. She could hear her own voice echo disconcertingly, and kept pausing for the sound to subside.

‘We need you in Rome,’ Walter said. ‘We start rolling at the end of September but come as soon as you can.’

‘You need me? Whatever for?’ She had spent one day at Pinewood giving him advice on their gaudy sets, and since she had basically told him they needed to start from scratch if they were aiming at historical accuracy, she’d never expected to hear from him again.

‘You’ve got a PhD in Cleopatra from Oxford University, you’re the British Museum’s top expert, there’s no one else who could bring such authority to the production. Frankly, without you it will only be half the movie it could be. You must come, Diana.’

‘How long would you need me for?’

‘Certainly no longer than six months,’ he said. ‘Perhaps a little less.’

She gasped. She’d been thinking it might be a week at most, but Walter explained that he wanted her on hand throughout the shooting. He was offering a salary that was almost double what she currently earned – even more than her husband Trevor earned as a university lecturer – and generous expenses as well. The studio would find her a room in a pensione and she’d be ferried around by a studio driver. Walter kept talking, mentioning all the perks she would enjoy, and the fact that there would even be a credit for her in the final movie. Diana hardly got a word in edgeways.

The possibility that she might turn down his offer didn’t seem to enter his mind and Diana didn’t voice her reservations because it all sounded so glamorous. She had never been to Rome; in fact, she had only been overseas once before on a student research trip to Egypt. If she were there while the film was being shot, she would surely get to watch the stars at work, which would be exciting. And she was flattered by Walter Wanger’s faith in her.

But looking round their little sitting room after the long-distance call ended, Diana thought again. How could she leave Trevor? She’d miss him terribly and he’d be lost without her. He was incapable of cooking a nutritious evening meal. Without her around he would probably live on toasted crumpets and cold baked beans straight from the can. He couldn’t heat a tin of soup without burning it and he had shrunk all his clothes the one and only time he tried to operate the twin-tub washing machine. She was his wife. It was her duty to look after him.

Fortunately he’d never been one of those men who thought women should give up work on marriage. He’d always applauded the fact that she had a career and encouraged her to take her job seriously; so maybe he would agree to her taking up this opportunity. Six months wasn’t so long in the great scheme of things.

Trevor got home late after a meeting of the Victorian Society, and Diana brought him a cup of tea and a plate of cold meat sandwiches for supper before telling him about the offer.

‘You’ve got to be joking!’ was his first reaction. ‘How presumptuous of him to ask a married woman to leave her husband for months on end!’

‘I know it seems a lot, darling, but there are expenses to cover trips back to London, and you could come over to Rome. We could probably spend every weekend together, either here or there. And we’d be able to save lots of money to help us get a bigger place for when …’ Her voice trailed off.

They’d been trying for a baby ever since she finished her PhD but with no success to date. ‘Maybe we’re doing it wrong,’ Trevor had quipped to hide his disappointment when her last period started. ‘We obviously need more practice.’ She’d felt guilty, as if it were her fault she wasn’t falling pregnant. She’d read in a magazine that it was almost always something wrong with the woman.

‘Neither of us is getting any younger,’ Trevor reminded her now. ‘I don’t want to be too old and arthritic to teach my son to ride a bicycle. And your eggs might go rotten if they’re left too long.’

‘I don’t think six months will make much difference,’ she argued, but she knew it concerned him because he was eighteen years older than her and already well into his forties.

‘Your head will be turned. Walter Wanker will ask you to advise on his next film and the one after that and before you know it you’ll be swanning all over the world without ever needing to use your brain. Did you know he made Invasion of the Bodysnatchers? I’m beginning to feel that’s what has happened to you. Aliens have come and replaced you with a substitute Diana who is a completely different person from the woman I married.’ He smiled and rubbed her knee, trying to turn it into a joke, but she could tell he was upset.

‘I’m still me,’ she said, reaching out to hold his hand. ‘I’m still your wife. I suppose I’ve just been feeling that I want a bit of excitement before I settle down to motherhood. I’ll be tied to the home for twenty years or more once I’m bringing up our brood, and advising on the film would be a little adventure I could have first: something exciting to tell our children and grandchildren about one day.’

A hurt look clouded his eyes. ‘So our life isn’t exciting? What about all those thrilling departmental sherry evenings?’

She smiled at the sarcasm. ‘I like our life, really I do. I even like the sherry evenings – but sometimes I feel trapped.’ He took a sharp intake of breath so she continued quickly. ‘It’s as if my life is all mapped out for me and I have to stick precisely to the plan. I’d love it if you were transferred to Rome for six months – or anywhere foreign – and I could jet out to visit you at weekends. I’d love to travel more and explore foreign cities.’

‘We can do all that some day, but you know that right now I have to build my reputation by publishing another book – if I can ever find the time. It would set me back months if I had to start doing laundry and housework on top of my course work because you were off gallivanting on a film set.’

‘Bring your laundry to Rome at weekends and I’ll do it for you there,’ she quipped thoughtlessly.

‘Now you’re being silly,’ he snapped, and there was a hint of anger in his tone, which he quickly disguised. ‘Can you imagine me arriving in the Eternal City every weekend with a suitcase full of sweaty socks? If they decided to search my case at customs, they’d pass out from the fumes.’

‘Perhaps I could use some of my salary to hire you a charlady.’

‘Oh, it’s your salary now, is it? I pay the rent on the flat here with my salary, and you get to make charitable offers with yours. Is that it?’

‘I didn’t mean it that way,’ she whispered, annoyed with herself. Perhaps she shouldn’t rub it in that she would be earning more than him. This was the closest they’d come to arguing for a long time and she knew she was handling it badly.

‘Besides, I thought you wanted to apply for a junior lecturer’s post as soon as something suitable comes up. What would the selection panel think of a six-month sabbatical spent on a Hollywood movie? It doesn’t make you seem a very serious person.’

Diana was silent for a moment. She knew she would always have regrets if she backed down and didn’t grab this opportunity. ‘The truth is that I’m not as serious as you, Trevor. I’m bored with academia. I want a new challenge out there in the wider world instead of the dusty little part of it we’re used to.’

Trevor was staring down at his lap. ‘Can’t you find a new challenge in London? I’d be miserable without you, darling.’ When she didn’t reply, he stood up. ‘Anyway, I’ve got a full day tomorrow in boring old academia so I’d best go to bed now.’ He kissed her quickly on the cheek as if to say ‘no hard feelings’. ‘You won’t be long, will you?’

‘I fancy another cup of tea. Warm the bed for me.’

In the kitchen, Diana sat at the red Formica kitchen table holding a piece of paper with Walter Wanger’s phone numbers on it, scrutinising them as if the answer was hidden there in secret code. What was she playing at? She yearned to see Rome – but then she and Trevor could always go there on holiday. She was curious to see what life was like on a film set, but maybe Walter would let her go for a shorter period, perhaps just up to Christmas. Would Trevor accept that? She felt a pang, and knew that once she got involved in the film she wouldn’t want to leave halfway through.

Was she being intolerably selfish? Yes, she knew she was. She was the wife, the homemaker, and it wouldn’t be fair to leave Trevor in the lurch for so long. Her career should be secondary to looking after his needs. It’s just that she’d thought she and Trevor were somehow more modern and progressive than other couples. That’s one of the things she liked about their relationship.

Her head was swirling with thoughts and she couldn’t make them quiet down. She knew she should go through to the bedroom, climb into bed beside him and whisper, ‘Of course I won’t go. I’m sorry for suggesting it.’ He’d turn to kiss her and all would be well. That’s what she must do, she decided, but she didn’t stand up. There was a hard little nugget in her heart, a selfish nugget perhaps, but a stubborn one.

The clock on the mantelpiece struck midnight and then one o’clock and still Diana sat there, her head in her hands. Was there any argument she could use to persuade Trevor to let her go? The money would be useful, but every other reason sounded trivial. Women like her simply didn’t do things like this. But she desperately wanted to. The more she thought about it, the more she knew she couldn’t bear to let this opportunity slip through her fingers. She had to persuade him. Somehow she must.

At three a.m., she went through to the bedroom and crawled into bed. Trevor was in the depths of sleep and barely moving. She could feel the warmth emanating from his body but she felt bereft at the seemingly unbridgeable distance between them.


Chapter Two
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Rome, July 1961

‘Un espresso, per favore,’ Scott Morgan called to a waiter, then sat down and folded his long legs under a pavement table. The air in the Piazza Navona was thick with petrol fumes and the sun was already fierce, exacerbating the pounding in his temples. He pressed his fingers into his eye sockets.

‘Hai avuto una bella sbornia sta’notte, eh?’ the waiter joked as he brought the coffee, then mimed glugging back a drink and staggering drunkenly. Some tourists at the next table sniggered.

‘Grazie Giovanni, non prendermi in giro!’ He managed a feeble grin.

The waiter was absolutely right, of course. He’d been out drinking with the foreign press pack the night before and, swept along by the camaraderie of shared anecdotes and enjoying the feeling of being a ‘real journalist’, he’d allowed himself to down several more whisky shots than was prudent. The others had egged him on, eager to see the youngest of their number pass out or throw up his supper all over the roof terrace of the Eden Hotel.

Scott sensed a certain jealousy from these raddled old hacks, who had worked their way up from junior copy-taking roles on local rags to reach the height of their careers as Italian correspondents for national papers back home. It was a posting they felt they had earned after long years of covering rodeos and manning the obituaries page, so it would hardly be surprising if they resented the fact that Scott had walked straight into the role from college, with only a Harvard degree in international relations and several pieces in the Harvard Crimson to recommend him. Granted, he wasn’t working for The New York Times or the Washington Post. His paper, the Midwest Daily, was a respectable middle-market title, popular with farmers in the Bible Belt, but it was still a prestigious place to start his career. He didn’t tell the others that the job had been offered after a phone call from his father, who owned a substantial stake in the business.

Scott had arrived in Rome in May and the first thing he did was buy himself a Vespa, a pair of Ray-Ban sunglasses and some black cotton turtlenecks. He wanted to be like the ultra-cool character played by Marcello Mastroianni in La Dolce Vita, seducing beautiful women all over town and fêted by the famous for the exposure he could get them, while at the same time filing serious, important stories that would win the admiration of his peers. So far the reality hadn’t quite lived up to the image. In fact, he’d failed to get a single story in print since his arrival two months earlier, something the hacks hadn’t hesitated to tease him about the previous evening.

‘Had all your stories spiked, then? We should call you “Spike”. What do you reckon, boys?’

They’d all joined in. ‘Pass the ashtray, Spike.’ ‘Fancy another shot, Spike?’

When he read his compatriots’ stories, about the strange allegiances between Italian political parties or impenetrable agriculture statistics from the south of the country, he had to suppress a yawn. Maybe that’s what he should be doing, but he couldn’t write stories like that because he didn’t have the contacts. He’d expected to find a well-staffed office full of people who would set up interviews for him. All he’d have to do would be turn up, ask some insightful questions, and scribble off his piece. Instead, his only colleague was a middle-aged Italian woman who answered the phone and typed his correspondence. His predecessor, a journalist called Bradley Wyndham, had left without passing on any contact numbers or advice and it was entirely up to Scott to make his own way.

‘Did any of you guys know Bradley Wyndham?’ he asked the hacks, and they all said they’d met him but didn’t know him well.

‘Believe it or not, he was teetotal,’ someone commented, incredulous. ‘A journalist who doesn’t drink is like a shark that doesn’t swim. He wrote some decent stories but he wasn’t one of us.’

‘Maybe he had a health problem,’ Scott suggested. ‘Or maybe he was religious.’ No one seemed to have any personal information about Bradley Wyndham or know why he had left Rome so abruptly.

One of the hacks, a man named Joe, started quoting his ‘best friend’ Truman Capote: ‘Truman said “I don’t care what anyone says about me, so long as it isn’t true.” Isn’t that hilarious? When you’re with Truman, you get the urge to take out your notebook and write down what he says because he comes out with the most amazing things from thin air.’

‘Yeah, but then he repeats them to anyone who’ll listen for the next ten years,’ another hack drawled. ‘He’s never minded quoting himself.’

Scott was sceptical about Joe’s friendship with Truman Capote. Surely the fêted New York writer would mix in more rarefied circles?

Sitting in the café the morning after their drinking session, Scott mused that maybe Rome wasn’t the right posting for him. There simply wasn’t anything he could write about. He wished he had been sent to Berlin, where a wall was being constructed to separate the Russian and American halves of the city and people were making daring last-minute dashes across before it was too late. Or the USSR, where Khrushchev was boasting of Soviet nuclear weaponry and the fact they’d taken the lead in the space race. Or Israel, where Adolf Eichmann was on trial for war crimes. Though at least he wasn’t in Vietnam, where the CIA-backed Southern Vietnamese were being pushed back by the Viet Cong. That all sounded a bit hairy. He didn’t fancy the danger and discomfort of a conflict zone.

At ten-thirty, the door of the building opposite opened and a stunning young Italian girl emerged, as she did every day at that time. It was the reason why Scott frequented that particular café, several streets away from his office. The girl had wave after wave of glossy-black hair and the prettiest face he’d ever seen: heart-shaped, with high cheekbones and melting chocolate eyes. She wore old-fashioned summer dresses in pale sherbet colours, tied with a sash round the waist and reaching modestly to well below her knees. Sometimes when the sun was behind her Scott could see the outline of her hips and legs through the fabric. Since he’d first set eyes on her, he’d been hopelessly smitten. His heart actually skipped a beat when she stepped out of her house each morning.

She was carrying a basket, and he knew that she was on her way to the market for provisions but that she would stop in a church to say mass. He’d followed her a few times and the routine was always the same.

She crossed the road and as she passed in front of the café, Scott called ‘Buongiorno, signorina bella!’

She nodded in his direction and gave a quick, nervous smile, without stopping.

He’d been greeting her most mornings for over a month now and was pleased that at least she now acknowledged him, although she hadn’t yet returned the greeting. What were the chances that one day she might agree to go on a date? He fantasised about sitting across a candlelit table, wooing her in his best Italian, and then managing to kiss her in a dark side street as he walked her home. That was as far as the fantasy would stretch. You’d never get a girl like that into bed without marrying her and he wasn’t prepared to go that far. But Scott liked a challenge and there was no doubt this girl presented a challenge.

He decided to make it his mission to get a date with her before the end of the summer. He was single. She wasn’t wearing a wedding ring or any jewellery apart from a gold crucifix on a chain round her neck. What harm could it do? And if it came off, he’d have to get a photograph of the two of them to show his buddies back home; otherwise they’d never believe he could attract such a stunner.


Chapter Three
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Diana arrived in Rome’s Leonardo da Vinci airport on the 25th of September and collected her suitcase from a pile in the arrivals hall. She’d been told that someone would be there to meet her and that they’d be holding a card with her name on it, but she couldn’t see any such person. It was a scorching day and she wished she hadn’t worn her winter coat, but there hadn’t been room for it in her suitcase. She took it off and folded it over her arm. Several taxi drivers approached, competing for her attention, but she waved them away. Her driver was probably stuck in traffic and running late.

As she waited, the arguments of the past few weeks echoed around her head. Trevor was right: she must be a very self-centred person. She knew she was being a bad wife. She knew she was letting him down. Their discussions had got increasingly bitter as each became entrenched in their positions. She couldn’t contemplate turning down the opportunity to work on the film but Trevor had taken it personally, as if it meant she didn’t love him enough. She tried every argument but he simply reiterated that he couldn’t manage without her, that he’d miss her too much.

They had barely spoken since she booked her flight. He was so hurt he couldn’t even look at her, and she was terrified that she might have damaged her marriage irrevocably. Surely Trevor wouldn’t divorce her? They didn’t know any divorcees among their social set, or even at the university. What would she do if he decided to take that extraordinary step? She’d given up a secure, ordered life for the complete unknown, and it seemed emblematic of the chaos she could expect that no one had arrived to meet her at the airport. She stood amongst the taxi drivers in the bustling entrance hall wondering if she had just made the biggest mistake of her life.

After hanging around for half an hour, she changed some money at an exchange bureau. They told her she needed gettoni for the payphone so she purchased some and used them to call Walter Wanger’s office, trying several times before she worked out which bits of the code had to be included when you dialled. The phone rang out but no one answered. Stilling her anxiety, she decided to take a taxi to Cinecittà film studios. What else could she do, since she didn’t know the address of her pensione? She picked an older-looking driver, one who seemed less pushy than the others, and let him heft her suitcase into the trunk. Thank goodness she spoke passable Italian, learned on an extracurricular course she’d taken at university. She had always picked up languages easily while Trevor, despite his superior intellect, had no facility for them.

During the half-hour drive she wondered what could have gone wrong. Were they not expecting her that day? Had they changed their minds about hiring her? The driver pulled up outside the entrance to a single-storey peach-coloured building with the Cinecittà sign over the gate. Diana paid the driver and stood sweltering in the heat as an overweight guard in a dark suit telephoned Walter Wanger’s office, then tried another number in the production block. Diana’s stomach was in knots. What if this was all a huge mistake and they weren’t expecting her at all? Had she jeopardised her marriage over a misunderstanding?

A pony-tailed girl in white Capri pants came running across the grass towards them. ‘Diana?’ she called. ‘You must have thought we’d forgotten all about you. It’s the first day of shooting and everybody was on set to watch, including the driver we had asked to pick you up. I swear, you can never rely on Italians.’ She was American.

‘It’s fine,’ Diana said. ‘I’m here now.’

‘Let’s take your suitcase up to the production office and make everything official. You need to sign your contract and then I’ll show you around. My name’s Candy,’ she added as an afterthought.

Diana followed her across a large grassy lawn. Dozens of people sprawled there, smoking cigarettes, catching the sun, reading magazines, chatting and laughing, and they glanced at Diana and her unwieldy suitcase with a flicker of curiosity before looking away again. The girls were all dressed in Capri pants or above-the-knee skirts with little blouses, and she suddenly felt old-fashioned in her longer, fifties-style skirt and jacket and her beige leather gloves. No one else was wearing gloves. Their legs were bare and bronzed while she wore American tan tights and she thought with envy how much cooler they must feel.

Candy led her to a group of buildings. ‘These are the production offices,’ she said. ‘You can leave your suitcase here.’

She shook hands with several people sitting behind desks and signed her name as indicated. She was informed that she would receive her salary of 50,000 lire (about 28 British pounds), less local taxes, each Friday evening at the end of the working day, and that her permit to work in Italy would be arranged by the studio staff, although she would have to register with the police in the next few days.

As they left, she paused on the steps to watch as a man in a Roman toga came towards them, then did a double take when she realised it was Rex Harrison. She and Trevor had seen him in My Fair Lady at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, playing Professor Higgins, the man who teaches a Cockney flower girl to ‘speak proper’. It had been a brilliant production and received a standing ovation, the audience clapping until their hands were numb. Rex Harrison passed without glancing in her direction, but she felt a bubble of excitement all the same.

‘Have you met Walter?’ Candy asked. Diana agreed that she had, during her one day at Pinewood. ‘I’ll take you over to say hi to Joe Mankiewicz, if we can catch a second of his time.’

‘What does he do?’ Diana asked, and Candy stared in amazement.

‘He’s the director. Didn’t you know that?’

‘I thought it was Rouben Mamoulian. I’m sure I read that somewhere.’

‘Yeah, it was, but he got fired ages ago. The cast has all changed since we came to Italy. But we’ve still got Liz – for better or worse.’

‘What do you mean?’

Candy rolled her eyes comically. ‘You’ll find out.’

Someone popped a head round the door. ‘Candy, there’s a problem with the elephants. They’re being really aggressive and no one can get near them. Will you go and talk to the elephant guy, see what his explanation is?’

‘Sure,’ Candy agreed. ‘Why don’t you come with me, Diana? I’ll get a chance to show you around. You can leave your coat and jacket. It’s sweltering out there.’ She glanced down at Diana’s prim skirt and tights and seemed about to say something else but thought better of it.

They strolled up a shady avenue. Everywhere there were neatly mown grass verges and boulevards lined with stately rows of Roman pine trees and oleander bushes. Lots of people waved and called hello to Candy as she passed, and she called back but didn’t make any move to introduce Diana.

‘The commissary – that’s canteen to you Brits – is down there and the bar’s over that way.’ She pointed to a separate block but walked straight past it. Diana was parched and could have used a cool drink but didn’t want to cause any bother. ‘I’ve reserved a room for you in the Pensione Splendid near Piazza Repubblica so it will only take you about twenty minutes to get here in the morning. A studio driver will pick you up around eight.’ She chatted on about practicalities and Diana tried to remember everything while simultaneously getting her bearings in the vast studio complex, which seemed to stretch for miles in every direction.

They could hear and smell the elephants well before reaching the enclosure. Roaring, with trunks raised, and stamping their feet, they were terrifying the horses in the nearby stables. Diana couldn’t count them all as some were inside a sandstone outbuilding, but four were pacing around outside. Candy approached a man who seemed to be in charge and had a conversation with him in Italian. He spread his arms and shrugged, telling her that it wasn’t his fault they were restless; that’s just how they were.

Diana looked at the poor creatures, each restrained with a heavy chain around one ankle. Their eyes seemed astonishingly human and knowing. The closest regarded her as one fellow creature to the other, requesting sympathy for its plight. Then she looked at its ears, which were small and drooping. She remembered her school biology teacher explaining that African elephants have large ears that fan back over their necks in the shape of Africa, while Indian ones have smaller ears that droop to a point, like a map of India.

She asked the trainer, ‘Questi sono elefanti indiani?’

‘Sì, certamente,’ he replied then spun off into a chain of complaints about his contract and the conditions under which he had to work.

‘Is that a problem?’ Candy asked Diana.

‘It’s just that Cleopatra would, of course, have had African elephants. Her kingdom was in Africa. Hardly any viewers will spot the difference, I’m sure.’

‘Fantastic!’ Candy exclaimed. ‘You may just have given us a way to get out of our contract with this guy and his over-aggressive animals. Walter will be thrilled.’

‘Oh, good. Should we go and find him?’ Diana felt she would like to see a friendly face. Perhaps he would be able to explain what was expected of her.

‘You can never find Walter when you’re looking for him – only when you’re not,’ Candy said. ‘We’ll head back, and maybe stop for a drink? You look hot.’

Diana nodded gratefully. She had pale English skin that didn’t take the sun well and she could feel her cheeks tingling after half an hour in the Roman sunshine. She asked the barman for some water, which came in a green glass bottle with a pretty label saying San Pellegrino. Why bother with bottled water, she wondered, when Rome was reputed to have the best tap water in the world, brought straight from mountain springs by their famous Roman aqueducts? It seemed crazy.

Candy had business in a back part of the studio and Diana tagged along, feeling completely lost. How would she ever find her way around this virtual metropolis? She was hot and tired and felt very grateful when at last Candy offered to call a driver to take Diana to her pensione.

She found she was on the second floor of an old building, in a large bright room with its own tiny balcony and a view towards the Baths of Diocletian. The room contained a double bed, a wardrobe, and a wash-basin, and it all looked neat and clean. On a side table there was a Cinzano ashtray with the familiar red, white and blue lettering. There was a shared bathroom down the hall and the first thing she did was undress and soak in some lukewarm water to wash away the grime of travel. She dressed in a cool cotton sundress, rubbed Pond’s cold cream on her cheeks and went to ask the padrona if she might use her telephone.

‘Sorry, it’s out of order,’ the woman told her. ‘The nearest public phone is in the bar across the street but you will need some gettoni. You can buy them at the tabaccaio over towards Termini station.’ She gestured vaguely.

Diana kicked herself for not buying more gettoni at the airport earlier. She knew the station was several streets away. She’d wanted to ring Trevor to let him know she’d arrived safely. Ideally she would have liked to tell him about seeing Rex Harrison, and about the Indian elephants, and all her other impressions of the set, but she knew she couldn’t expect him to share her excitement. They were barely speaking to each other.

She felt a sharp pang of missing him. They normally told each other everything, in a long stream of conversation that they updated as soon as possible after spending any time apart. It was hard to move from that intimacy to a life that was unshared, unwitnessed.

She hung up her clothes then sat on the bed looking out across the rooftops of the Eternal City as the sun gradually set, picking out individual windows to blaze fiery bright for a few minutes each, and casting a golden glow on domes and turrets. The smell of cooking wafted up from the kitchen of a trattoria next door and she decided she would eat there then come back for an early night. She’d call Trevor the following day. He hadn’t even said goodbye properly so he had no right to expect her to ring on her first evening.


Chapter Four
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‘Hey, Scott, how’s it going?’ his editor’s voice boomed down the phone. ‘I’ve got a commission for you: fifteen hundred words on the Italian Communist Party. How does it differ from the style of Communism in the Soviet Bloc? What are its aims, and how much influence does it have in Italy? Think you can handle that?’

‘Sure! When do you need it?’

‘Is a week enough time? Or are you too busy chasing Italian chicks?’ The editor saw Scott as an international playboy type and Scott didn’t like to disillusion him by admitting he hadn’t had so much as a kiss since he arrived in Europe.

‘A week it is,’ he replied. At last he could demonstrate what he was capable of. Those booze-sodden hacks in the Eden Hotel bar would have to take him more seriously once he’d had an intelligent opinion piece published.

He needed some direct quotes from Roman politicians so his secretary told him about a translator called Angelo who could set up the interviews and assist when his very basic Italian would not suffice. It would be his foot in the door of Italian politics, and it was just a shame that the first politicians he would meet were Communists. Scott knew very strongly how he felt about that. In fact he had begun to write the piece before meeting them.

Some trade unionists here in Rome condemned the brutal Soviet repression of the Hungarian uprising, but the
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CHAPTER 1

Paris, August, 31 1997

RACHEL RESTED HER HEAD ON ALEX’S SHOULDER AND slid a hand onto his thigh. His arm was curled around her in a way that was not entirely comfortable given the taxi’s safety belt and the tightness of her silk cheongsam dress, but she didn’t give a fig. Through the window, the lights of Paris blurred against the night sky. She inhaled the scent of him, and mused that she was exquisitely happy. Her heart was full to the brim with happiness. How many moments in life could you say that about?

Earlier that evening, back in their stylishly stark hotel room, while Rachel was applying scarlet lipstick and checking her reflection in a gold compact mirror, Alex had begun to speak, then stopped.

“Darling, there was something I was going to ask you tonight, but I don’t know … maybe in the restaurant …”

He seemed flustered and uncertain, quite unlike himself. 

She raised an eyebrow and smiled. “Cat got your tongue?”

He turned to look out of the window, then faced her again. “No, I’ll do it later …”

She regarded him with affection. “For goodness’ sake, spit it out. You’ve started now.” 

He paced around, one hand fumbling in his trouser pocket. “The thing is … Oh God, Rachel, do you think we should get married? I mean, will you marry me? Please?”

It was such a surprise that she stared at him, open-mouthed. “Do you mean it?” He had a habit of winding her up, but surely he wouldn’t joke about such a momentous subject?

“Of course.” He produced a tiny dark blue jewelery box and handed it to her. 

She felt like bursting into tears. At thirty-eight, with the carnage of several disastrous relationships behind her, she had thought this moment would never come. The man she was desperately in love with was asking her to spend her life with him. It was so overwhelming she couldn’t find words. 

“Are you going to open it?” Alex asked.

Inside there was an antique diamond ring: two decent-sized stones nestled in a marcasite setting on a rose-gold band. It was beautiful. 

She blurted the first thing that came into her head: “I want to have babies. Are you up for that?”

How unromantic I must sound, she thought, biting her lip. As if negotiating a business deal. 

“Of course,” he agreed. “Me too.”

“What if we have to make our children the high-tech way, in a tube at a fertility clinic?”

“Whatever it takes,” he promised. His hand was shaking as he slipped the ring onto her finger, and she realized how nervous he was. This clearly meant a lot. She looped her arms around his waist and clung to him. They had always felt right for each other: her head at the perfect height for his shoulder, hip bone touching hip bone.

“Time for a spot of baby-making practice before dinner, Mrs. Greene?” he asked, his voice a little husky. He started to unfasten the shoulder buttons of her dress. 

“Whoever said I would take your name?” She kissed him. “I think you should take mine.”

He pulled her down onto the bed. Fortunately the restaurant held their dinner reservation. 

Thinking back as she sat in the taxi, Rachel realized she hadn’t actually said yes, but they were engaged all the same. She examined the ring on her finger, turning her hand this way and that. It was the most extraordinary compliment a man could pay you. She and Alex had been living together for eighteen months, but he’d never mentioned marriage before and she’d got the impression he was an independent type who might never settle down. It seemed she’d been wrong.

They were driving along a tree-lined road beside the Seine. On the opposite bank, the iconic shape of the Eiffel Tower was glowing against the dark sky like an arty postcard. The taxi was heading down into a concrete underpass, had just entered it when suddenly the driver swerved and braked hard. Rachel was thrown forward, the seat belt cutting into her collarbone, then her head jerked back.

“What the …?” she heard Alex exclaim, as the taxi driver swore in French. 

Rachel looked through the windscreen and saw that the road ahead was blocked by motorbikes parked at odd angles. Strobe-style lights were flashing and her first thought was that it might be some kind of theatrical event.

“Un accident,” the driver explained. He switched off the meter.

Alex unclicked his seat belt and opened the door. “I’ll see what’s happening,” he said, his TV producer’s instinct for a story kicking in.

Rachel reached over too late to restrain him. She didn’t want him to seem like a voyeur when people could be injured. She watched him walk toward the crowd, and as her eyes adjusted to the rapid flashes she saw they were photographers and the strobe effects were coming from their cameras. Maybe it was a celebrity who had crashed. Alex was talking to a man in a leather jacket holding a crash helmet.

The taxi driver got out as well, leaving Rachel on her own. She opened her door, leaned her head out to get a better view, and was stunned by the noise of the cameras. It echoed round the tunnel like the rat-tat-tat of machine-gun fire. In the background, a car horn blared and there was a choking smell of smoke and petrol.

She saw Alex hurrying toward her, his eyes wide with shock, his expression urgent. He waited till he was close before speaking, so she could hear over the din.

“Jesus Christ, Rachel,” he said. “It’s Princess Diana!” 
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CHAPTER 2

Burrland, near Middleburg, Virginia, July 1911

MARY KIRK PERCHED ON HER NARROW BED, FLICKING through a fashion magazine. Half a dozen other girls were lazing around, four of them in tennis whites from a recent doubles match, a couple fanning themselves and moaning about the sweltering heat. They were sharing a guest cottage at Miss Charlotte Noland’s summer camp for girls, and there was no ceiling fan so the air sat thick and damp, smelling of sweaty tennis shoes and laundry starch.

The door opened and Miss Katherine Noland, Charlotte’s sister, came in, leading a slim girl with dark hair and a strong bone structure, who gazed around as if getting the measure of them. Mary looked back. The newcomer wasn’t pretty but she was striking; her dress was plain but well-cut; she wasn’t tall but she held herself like a tall person.

“This is Bessiewallis Warfield,” Miss Katherine said. “She’s joining us today and I’d like y’all to make her welcome.”

“Wallis,” the girl said, in a voice that was surprisingly deep for a fifteen-year-old. “Everyone calls me Wallis.”

The other girls went up to introduce themselves, one by one, and when it was Mary’s turn she smiled and asked, “Isn’t Wallace a boy’s name?” 

A pair of deep-cornflower-blue eyes met hers with amusement. “I’m named after my grandfather,” Wallis said. “What about you? Are you named after the Blessed Virgin?”

Mary chuckled. “No, nothing like that. My name represents a complete failure of imagination on the part of my parents.”

Wallis smiled and her eyes sparkled. “You look like Mary Pickford, although your hair is darker: more auburn than strawberry blond. There are worse namesakes to have.”

Mary flushed at the compliment. She’d never been to the movies, but Mary Pickford’s face was in all the magazines and she was breathtakingly beautiful.

Miss Katherine led Wallis to a bed in the corner and asked the girls to show her around before they met on the lawn for a picnic later. Mary showed her where to hang her frocks and fold away her undergarments, and stood watching as she unpacked.

“Where do your folks live?” she asked.

“My mom lives in Baltimore, but my pa died when I was a baby.” Wallis’s tone was matter-of-fact. 

Mary was aghast. How awful not to have a father! “What did he die of?” she asked, then wished she could bite back the tactless words. 

Wallis didn’t seem to mind. “TB,” she replied. “But Mom got remarried to a man called Mr. Rasin and he’s kind. He got me Bully, my French bulldog, and an aquarium of tropical fish.” 

“Do you have brothers and sisters?” 

“No, just me. What about you?”

“I’m the middle of three sisters: Buckie is the older and Anne the younger.”

“Darn it!” Wallis exclaimed. “I wish at least one of us had brothers so they could introduce us to their friends. I go to an all-girls’ school and now an all-girls’ summer camp, and I don’t know how in the heck I’m ever gonna meet boys at this rate. Is there anywhere around here we can find some?”

Mary was secretly thrilled at the bad language. She would have been roundly scolded for saying “heck’ or “darn’ at home. This girl seemed more fun than the others at camp, who tended to be prissy. “I’ve only been here a day longer than you so I haven’t gotten started on hunting for boys yet. But I hear we will be invited for tea by local families and some of them must have sons.” 

“What else are we going to do for the next two months?” Wallis grinned. “There’s only so much horse-riding, swimming, and tennis a gal can stand.”

The picnic was laid out on trestle tables on the sloping lawn between the white porticoed plantation house and the tranquil blue lake that snaked for a couple of miles, meandering into bays and inlets. All around as far as the eye could see were green fields separated by rows of trees in full leaf. The air was still, and the insects sounded drowsy in the warmth of the afternoon. 

The girls wandered over to inspect the spread of cold veal chops with their stems enclosed in ruffled paper, potato salad, baked ham and pickles, and a range of fancy cakes, with lemonade, tea, and coffee to drink. The Noland sisters supervised as they wandered round conversing with each other. It was an art to balance food and drink, to eat delicately and avoid speaking with your mouth full. Mary noticed that Wallis managed it by scarcely eating at all.

They strolled down to the water together, their faces angled to catch a slight breeze.

“Tell me, who is your ideal beau?” Wallis asked. 

Mary had an answer on the tip of her tongue. “Prince Edward of England. I’m crazy about him. Just imagine: the girl who marries him gets to be a queen some day.” 

“Not bad.” Wallis cocked her head appreciatively. “But would you know what to do if he came around that corner?” She pointed to a headland. “How is your curtsying?”

Mary bobbed a curtsy and giggled. “I think I would faint clean away.”

“Don’t worry. I would do the talking. I’d tell him you are the most wonderful girl in the world, and lend him some smelling salts to revive you as he cradled you in his arms.” 

They laughed. Miss Charlotte was calling for them all to mingle, but Mary and Wallis drifted further from the group, engrossed in their budding friendship.

“Do you ever wonder what it’s like to kiss a boy?” Wallis asked. “I can’t decide whether you are supposed to keep your lips closed or to part them just a little. I’ve practised on my hand and I’m not sure which feels better. You try.”

Mary kissed the back of her own hand, once with lips closed and the next time open. “I don’t know. I guess you just go along with whatever the boy is doing.”

Wallis threw her head back and cackled. “Mary Kirk, that attitude is going to land you in a whole heap of trouble!”

Mary blushed. “Of course, I wouldn’t kiss a boy anyhow until we were engaged.”

“My grandma used to say, “Never let a man kiss your hand or he’ll never marry you.” That, and “Never marry a Yankee.”’ 

“I certainly would never dream of such a thing,” Mary drawled in her best Southern belle accent. 

“What would you not dream of?” Miss Charlotte asked, coming up behind them. “Are you two going to join our party or are you setting up a private society?”

“Sorry, Miss Charlotte,” Mary said straight away.

“Don’t worry. It’s good to see you making friends.” She smiled from one to the other. 

Mary felt proud to be friends with Wallis. She was unquestionably the smartest, most sophisticated, and most interesting girl in the entire place. 
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A local family named the Tabbs invited a group of girls, including Wallis and Mary, for Sunday supper, and when they arrived in the Nolands’ horse-drawn coach they were helped to step down by the two Tabb brothers, Lloyd and Prosser. At seventeen, Lloyd was the more handsome and suave of the pair; Prosser, at fifteen, had the gawkiness of youth. Straight away, Wallis was engaging Lloyd in conversation, apparently hanging on his every word. Prosser offered to fetch Mary a glass of cool cherryade.

“Why, thank you,” she said. She was pleased not to be left on her own but unsure how to talk to boys. What were they interested in? If only Wallis and Lloyd were closer, she could have listened to them; it seemed Wallis had no trouble at all finding a topic.

“Have your family lived here long?” she asked Prosser. “What kind of farming do they do? Are you keen to work on a farm one day?” She was boring herself, while listening to laughter from the direction of Wallis and Lloyd. What on earth were they laughing about?

She was relieved when Prosser suggested they stroll across to join the others but baffled when she heard the subject of their conversation. 

Lloyd told them: “Miss Warfield and I are arguing over Ty Cobb and Nap Lajoie. She thinks Ty’s stats were cheated last season and that Nap should have won best batsman outright.”

“I agree,” Prosser said. “Did you hear about the St. Louis game? There’s no question he got a perfect eight-for-eight.” 

Mary felt as if she had alighted in a country where they spoke a different language. It took her a while to realize they were talking about baseball, and she gawped at Wallis’s fluency with the terminology. How did she have the first clue?

“I read about it in the newspapers,” Wallis explained later. “All boys like baseball so I knew it would come in handy.”

Lloyd and Prosser asked to take them rowing the following day and, without consulting Mary, Wallis agreed that they would meet at 2:30 p.m., just after luncheon. She had already worked out their alibi, and told the Miss Nolands that they were going berry-picking.

“Let me give you some baskets.” Miss Katherine beamed. “We’ll have cook make pie for supper.”

On the way to the spot where they had agreed to meet the Tabbs, they picked a few handfuls of huckleberries, planning to find more on the way back. 

The boys were already waiting and helped them into a wooden rowboat. As Mary lay back in the stern, trailing her fingers in the water, she felt as though she had been transported into a new and glamorous world. It didn’t matter that Wallis was more confident; Mary could be the quiet one, simply laughing at the boys’ ham-fisted jokes. She was thrilled that she appeared to have her first-ever beau. Prosser was sweet and considerate and she liked watching the muscles of his arms as he pulled on the oars.

It was the first of many meetings between the four over the long, lazy days of summer. The Miss Nolands never questioned Wallis’s excuses for their absences and seemed happy to encourage the friendship.

One afternoon, while the four of them were picnicking, Wallis and Lloyd wandered off into the woods together. Prosser lay on his side, propped up on his elbow, gazing at Mary as she reclined on the grass. 

“You’re the purtiest girl I ever did see,” he said. “I’m one lucky boy.”

“Thank you.” She smiled.

“I sure got the purtier of the two of you, no question about it,” he said.

“You’re very kind,” she replied. “But Wallis is pretty too.”

“Not like you.” He leaned closer, his eyes all soft and melting. “Can I kiss you? Just a little kiss?”

Mary sat bolt upright. “Absolutely not! You scoundrel! What kind of girl do you think I am?”

He shrugged, shamefaced. “Your friend lets Lloyd kiss her all the time.” 

Mary colored. “I don’t believe you. What a black lie!”

As they walked back to camp after their dates, Wallis and Mary usually swapped stories about what the boys had said or done. It was on the tip of Mary’s tongue to tell Wallis what Prosser had reported. Surely she would be outraged that he had made up such a scandalous falsehood? 

But for some reason she didn’t mention it. Deep down, she suspected it might be true. 
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