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			1

			Buenos Aires, 2001: The Day I Delivered My First Baby

			It was the third time in a week that the air-conditioning had gone out at the Hospital de Clinicas, and the heat was so heavy that the nurses had taken to holding battery-operated plastic fans over the intensive-care patients in an effort to keep them cool. Three hundred had come in a box, a present from a grateful stroke survivor in the import-export business, one of the few users of the state hospital who still felt dollar-rich enough to give things away.

			The blue plastic fans, however, had turned out to be almost as reliable as his promises of further drugs and medical equipment. All over the hospital, as the air dripped with the noisy heat of a Buenos Aires summer, you could hear the sudden “¡Hija di puta!” of the nurses—even the normally devout ones—as they had to beat them back into life.

			I didn’t notice the heat. I was trembling with my own cool fear, that of a newly qualified midwife who has just been told they will be delivering their first baby. Beatriz, the senior midwife who had overseen my training, announced this with a deceptively casual air and a hard slap on my shoulders as she went off to see whether she could steal any food from the geriatric ward to feed one of her new mothers. “They’re in Two,” she said, gesturing to the delivery room. “Multigravida, three children already, but this one doesn’t want to come out. Can’t say I blame it, can you?” She laughed humorlessly, and shoved me toward the door. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.” Then, as she saw me hovering by the door, hearing the muffled wails of pain inside, said, “Go on, Turco, there’s only one end it can come out, you know.”

			I walked into the delivery room with the sound of the other midwives’ laughter still in my ears.

			I had planned to introduce myself with some authority, to reassure myself as well as my patient, but the woman was kneeling on the floor pushing at her husband’s face with a white-knuckled hand, and mooing like a cow, so I thought a handshake inappropriate.

			“She needs some drugs, please, Doctor,” said the father, as best he could through the palm against his chin. His voice, I realized, held the deference with which I addressed my hospital superiors.

			“Oh, sweet Jesus, why so long? Why so long?” She was crying to herself, rocking backward and forward on her haunches. Her T-shirt was drenched with sweat, and her hair, scraped back into a ponytail, was wet enough to reveal pale lines of scalp.

			“Our last two came very quickly,” he said, stroking her hair. “I don’t understand why this one won’t come.”

			I took the notes from the end of the bed. She had been in labor almost eighteen hours: a long time for a first baby, let alone a fourth. I fought the urge to shout for Beatriz. Instead I stared at the notes, attempting to look knowledgeable, and tried mentally to recite my way through medical checklists to the sound of the woman’s keening. Downstairs, in the street, someone was playing loud music in their car: the insistent synthesized beat of cumbia. I thought about closing the windows, but the idea of that dark little room becoming even hotter was unbearable. “Can you help me get her on the bed?” I asked her husband when I could stare at the notes no longer.

			When we had hoisted her up, I took her blood pressure and, as she grabbed at my hair, timed her contractions and felt her stomach. Her skin was feverish and slippery. The baby’s head was fully engaged. I asked her husband about her previous history, and found no clues. I looked at the door and wished for Beatriz. “Nothing to worry about,” I said, wiping my face, and hoped that there wasn’t.

			It was then that I saw the other couple, standing almost motionless in the corner of the room by the window. They did not look like the normal visitors to a state hospital: they would have been more suited, in their bright, expensive clothes, to the Swiss hospital on the other side of the plaza. The woman’s hair, which was expensively colored, was pulled back into an elegant chignon, but her makeup had not survived the sweltering 104-degree heat, and had settled in lines and pools around her eyes, and was now sliding down her shining face. She held her husband’s arm and stared intently at the scene in front of them. “Does she need drugs?” she said, turning to me. “Eric could get her drugs.”

			She looked too young to be the woman’s mother, I thought absently. “We’re too far along for drugs,” I said, trying to sound confident.

			They were all looking at me expectantly. There was no sign of Beatriz.

			“I’ll just give her a quick examination,” I said. No one looked like they were going to stop me, so I was left with no option but to do one.

			I placed the pregnant woman’s heels against her buttocks and let her knees drop. Then I waited until her next contraction and, as gently as I could, felt around the rim of the cervix. This could be painful in advanced labor, but she was so tired by then that she barely moaned. I stood there for a minute, trying to make sense of it. She was fully dilated, yet I couldn’t feel the baby’s head. Suddenly I felt a little leap of excitement. I gave them all a reassuring smile and moved to the instrument cupboard, hoping that what I was seeking had not yet been looted by another department. But there it was—like a small, steel crochet hook: my magic wand. I held it in my palm, feeling a kind of euphoria at what was about to happen—about what I was about to make happen.

			The air was rent by another wail from the woman on the bed. I was a little afraid to do this unsupervised, but I knew it was not fair to wait any longer. And now that the fetal heartbeat monitor no longer worked, I had no way of knowing if the baby was in distress.

			“Keep her still, please,” I said to the husband, and, timing carefully between contractions, reached in with the hook and nicked a tiny hole in the extra set of waters that I’d realized were blocking the baby’s progress. Even above the woman’s moans, and the traffic outside, I heard the beautiful tiny popping sound as the soft membrane conceded to me. Suddenly there was a gush of fluid and the woman was sitting up and saying, with some surprise and not a little urgency, “I need to push.”

			After that I don’t remember much clearly. I remember seeing the soft, shocking thatch of dark hair, then grabbing the woman’s hand and placing it there so that she could be encouraged by it too. I remember instructing her to push, and that when the baby began to emerge I was shouting as loudly as I had when I went to football matches with my father, with relief and shock and joy. And I remember the sight of that beautiful girl as she slithered into my hands, the marbled blue of her skin turning a rapid pink, like a chameleon’s, before she let out a welcome lusty cry of outrage at her delayed entry into the world.

			And, to my shame, I remember that I had to turn my head because, as I clipped the cord and laid her on her mother’s chest, I realized that I had begun to cry, and I did not want Beatriz to give the other midwives something else to laugh about.

			Beatriz appeared at my shoulder, mopping at her brow, and gestured behind her. “When you’re done,” she said quietly, “I’m going to nip upstairs and see if I can find Dr. Cardenas. She has lost a lot of blood, and I don’t want her to move until he’s taken a look.” I hardly heard her, and she knew it. She kicked my ankle. “Not bad, Ale,” she said, grinning. It was the first time she had called me by my real name. “Next time you might even remember to weigh the baby.”

			I was about to respond in kind, but I became aware that the atmosphere in the room had changed. Beatriz did too, and halted in her tracks. Where normally there was the enraptured cooing of the new mother, the soft murmur of admiring relatives, there was only a quiet pleading: “Diego, no, no, Diego, please . . .”

			The smartly dressed couple had moved beside the bed. The blond woman, I noticed, was trembling, a peculiar half-smile on her face, her hand reaching tentatively toward the baby.

			The mother was clutching the child to her chest, her eyes closed, murmuring to her husband, “Diego, no, no, I cannot do this.”

			Her husband was stroking her face. “Luisa, we agreed. You know we agreed. We cannot afford to feed our children, let alone another.”

			She would not open her eyes, and her bony hands were wrapped around the overwashed hospital shawl. “Things will get better, Diego. You will get more work. Please, amor, please, no—”

			Diego’s face crumpled. He reached over and began, slowly, to pry his wife’s fingers off the baby, one by one. She was wailing now: “No. No, Diego, please!”

			The joy of the birth had evaporated, and I felt sick in the pit of my stomach as I realized what was happening. I made to intervene, but Beatriz, with an unusually grim expression on her face, stayed me with a tiny shake of her head. “Third one this year,” she muttered.

			Diego had managed to take the baby. He held her tight to his chest without looking at her, and then, his own eyes closed, held her away from him. The blond woman had stepped forward. “We will love her so much,” she said, her reedy upper-class accent trembling with her own tears. “We have waited so long . . .”

			The mother became wild now, tried to climb from the bed, and Beatriz leaped over and held her down. “She mustn’t move,” she said, her voice sharpened by her own unwilling complicity. “It’s very important that you don’t let her move until the consultant is here.”

			Diego wrapped his arms around his wife. It was hard to tell whether he was comforting her or imprisoning her. “They will give her everything, Luisa, and the money will help us feed our children. You have to think of Paola, of Salvador . . . Think of how things have been—”

			“My baby!” screamed the mother, unhearing, clawing at her husband’s face, impotent against Beatriz’s apologetic bulk. “You cannot take her.” Her fingernails left a bloodied welt, but I don’t think he noticed. I stood by the sink as the couple backed toward the door, my ears filled with the raw sound of a pain I have never forgotten.

			And to this day I cannot remember any beauty in the first baby I brought into this world. I remember only the cries of that mother, the expression of grief etched on her face, a grief I knew, even with my lack of experience, that would never be relieved. And I remember that blond woman, traumatized, yet determined as she crept away, saying quietly: “She will be loved.”

			A hundred times she must have said it, although no one was listening.

			“She will be loved.”

		

	
		
			2

			Framlington Hall, Norfolk, 1963

			The train had made six unscheduled stops between Norwich and Framlington, and the infinite glacial blue sky was darkening, although it wasn’t even teatime. Several times Vivi had watched the guards jump down with their shovels to scrape another snowdrift from the tracks, and her impatience at the delay was now offset by a perverse satisfaction.

			“I hope whoever’s picking us up has snow chains on,” she said, her breath clouding the carriage window so that she had to smear a viewing hole with her gloved finger. “I don’t fancy pushing a car through that.”

			“You wouldn’t have to push,” said Douglas, from behind his newspaper. “The men’ll push.”

			“It’d be terribly slippery.”

			“In boots like yours, yes.”

			Vivi looked down at her new Courrèges footwear, quietly pleased that he had noticed. Completely unsuitable for the weather, her mother had said, adding sadly to Vivi’s father that there was “absolutely no telling her” at the moment. Vivi, usually compliant in all things, had been uncharacteristically determined in her refusal to wear Wellingtons. It was the first ball she had been to unchaperoned, and she was not going to arrive looking like a twelve-year-old. It had not been their only battle: her hair, an elaborate confection of bubble curls swept up on her crown, left no room for a good woolen hat, and her mother was in an agony of indecision as to whether her hard work in setting it had been worth the risk of her only daughter venturing into the worst winter weather on record with only a scarf tied around her head.

			“I’ll be fine,” she lied. “Warm as toast.” She offered up silent thanks that Douglas couldn’t tell she was wearing long johns under her skirt.

			They had been on the train almost two hours now, an hour of that without heating: the guard had told them that the heater in their carriage had given up the ghost even before the cold spell. They had planned to travel up with Frederica Marshall’s mother in her car, but Frederica had come down with glandular fever (not for nothing, Vivi’s mother observed dryly, was it called the “kissing disease”) and so, reluctantly, their parents had let them travel up alone on the train instead, with many dire warnings about the importance of Douglas “looking after” her. Over the years, Douglas had been instructed many times to look after Vivi—but the prospect of Vivi alone at one of the social events of the year had apparently given this a weighty resonance.

			“Did you mind me traveling with you, D?” she said, with an attempt at coquettishness.

			“Don’t be daft.” Douglas had not yet forgiven his father for refusing to let him borrow his Vauxhall Victor.

			“I simply don’t know why my parents won’t let me travel alone. They’re so old-fashioned . . .”

			She’d be all right with Douglas, her father had said, reassuringly. He’s as good as an older brother. In her despairing heart, Vivi had known he was right.

			She placed one booted foot on the seat next to Douglas. He was wearing a thick wool overcoat, and his shoes, like most men’s, bore a pale tidemark of slush. “Everyone who’s anyone is going tonight, apparently,” she said. “Lots of people who wanted invites couldn’t get them.”

			“They could have had mine.”

			“Apparently that girl Athene Forster’s going to be there. The one who was rude to the Duke of Edinburgh. Have you seen her at any of the dances you’ve been to?”

			“Nope.”

			“She sounds awful. Mummy saw her in the gossip columns and started on about how money doesn’t buy breeding or some such.” She paused, and rubbed her nose. “Frederica’s mother thinks there’s going to be no such thing as the Season soon. She says girls like Athene are killing it off, and that that’s why they’re calling her the Last Deb.”

			Douglas, snorting, didn’t look up from his paper. “The Last Deb. What rot. The whole Season’s a pretense. Has been since the Queen stopped receiving people at court.”

			“But it’s still a nice way to meet people.”

			“A nice way to get nice boys and girls mixing with suitable marriage material.” Douglas closed his paper and placed it on the seat beside him. He leaned back and linked his hands behind his head. “Things are changing, Vee. In ten years’ time there won’t be hunt balls like this. There won’t be posh frocks and tails.”

			Vivi wasn’t entirely sure but thought this might be linked to Douglas’s obsession with what he called “social reform,” which seemed to cover everything from George Cadbury’s education of the working classes to communism in Russia. Via popular music. “So what will people do to meet?”

			“Everyone will be free to see anyone they like, whatever their background. It’ll be a classless society.”

			It was hard to tell from his tone of voice whether he thought this was a good thing or was issuing a warning. So Vivi, who rarely looked at newspapers and admitted to no real opinions of her own, made a noise of agreement, and looked out of the window again. She hoped, not for the first time, that her hair would last the evening. She should be fine for the quickstep and the Gay Gordons, her mother had said, but she might want to exercise a little caution in the Dashing White Sergeant. “Douglas, will you do me a favor?”

			“What?”

			“I know you didn’t really want to come . . .”

			“I don’t mind.”

			“And I know you hate dancing, but if we get a few tunes in and no one’s asked me, will you promise me a dance? I don’t think I could bear to be left on the side all night.” She pulled her hands briefly from the relative warmth of her pockets. Pearl Frost lay evenly over her nails. It glittered, opalescent. “I’ve practiced loads. I won’t let you down.”

			He smiled now and, despite the cold of the carriage, Vivi felt herself grow warmer. “You won’t be left on the side,” he said, placing his own feet on the seat beside her. “But yes, silly. Course I will.”

			

			—

			Framlington Hall was not one of the jewels of England’s architectural heritage. Its initial air of antiquity was deceptive: anyone with only a basic knowledge of architecture could deduce swiftly that its Gothic turrets did not sit comfortably with its Palladian pillars, and that the unquiet red of its brick had not been weathered by more than a handful of seasons. It was a structural mongrel, a hybrid of all the worst nostalgic longings for a mythical time past.

			Its gardens, when not buried under several feet of snow, were rigidly formal; the lawns carefully manicured and dense as the pile of an expensive carpet, the rose garden arranged not in a gently tangled wilderness but in rows of brutally pruned identical bushes in a blood-bright shade meticulously bred or grafted in laboratories in Holland or France. It was less a garden than, as one visitor had noted, a kind of horticultural concentration camp.

			Not that these considerations bothered the steady stream of guests who, overnight bags in hand, had been disgorged onto the salted drive that curved round in front of the house. Some had been personally invited by the Bloombergs, who had themselves designed the hall, some had been invited through the Bloombergs’ better-placed friends, with their express permission, to create the right atmosphere. And some had simply turned up, hoping, astutely, that in the general scale of things a few extras with the right sort of faces and accents were not going to bother anyone. The Bloombergs, with a freshly minted banking fortune and a determination to keep the debutante tradition alive for their twin daughters, were known as generous hosts. And things were more relaxed these days—no one was going to turf anyone out into the snow. Especially when there was a newly decorated interior to show off.

			Vivi had thought about this at some length as she sat in her room (towels, toiletries, and a two-speed hairdryer provided), at least two corridors from Douglas’s. She had been one of the lucky ones, thanks to Douglas’s father’s business relationship with David Bloomberg. Most of the girls were being put up in a hotel several miles away, but she was to stay in a room almost three times the size of her own at home, and twice as luxurious.

			Lena Bloomberg, a tall, elegant woman who wore the jaded air of someone who had long known that her husband’s only real attraction to her was financial, had raised her eyebrows at his more extravagant welcomes, and said there was tea and soup in the drawing room for those who needed to warm themselves, and that if Vivi needed anything at all, she should call—although not Mrs. Bloomberg, presumably. She had then instructed a manservant to show her to her room—the men were in a separate wing—and Vivi, having tested every jar of cream and sniffed every bottle of shampoo, had sat for some time before getting changed, reveling in her unheralded freedom, and wondering how it must be to live like this every day.

			As she poured herself into her dress (tight bodice, long lilac skirt, made by her mother from a Butterick pattern) and swapped her boots for shoes, she could hear the distant hum of voices as people walked past her door, an air of anticipation seeping into the walls. She had been looking forward to the ball for weeks. Now that it was here, she was filled with the same sort of dull terror that she used to feel when going to the dentist. Not just because the only person she was likely to know was Douglas, or because, having felt terribly liberated and sophisticated on the train, she now felt very young, but because set against the girls, who had arrived, stick-limbed and glowing in their evening wear, she seemed suddenly lumpen and inadequate. Glamour didn’t come easily to Veronica Newton. Despite the feminine props of hair rollers and foundation garments, she was forced to admit that she would only ever be pretty ordinary. She was curvy at a time when beauty was measured in skinniness. She was healthily ruddy when she should have been pale and wide-eyed. She was still in dirndl skirts and shirtwasters when fashion meant A-line and modern. Even her naturally blond hair was unruly, wavy, and strawlike, refusing to fall straight like that of the models in Honey or Petticoat, instead floating in wisps around her face. Today, welded into its artificial curls, it looked rigid and protesting, rather than the honeyed confection she had envisaged. Adding insult to injury, her parents, in some uncharacteristic burst of imagination, had nicknamed her Vivi, which meant people tended to look disappointed when they were introduced to her, as if the name suggested some exoticism she didn’t possess. “Not everyone can be the belle of the ball,” her mother said, reassuringly. “You’ll make someone a lovely wife.”

			I don’t want to be someone’s lovely wife, thought Vivi, gazing at her reflection and feeling the familiar drag of dissatisfaction. I just want to be Douglas’s passion. She allowed herself the briefest rerun of her fantasy, now as well-thumbed as the pages of a favorite book—the one in which Douglas, shaking his head at the unexpected beauty of her in her ball gown, whirled her on to the dance floor and waltzed her around until she was giddy, his strong hand placed firmly on the small of her back, his cheek pressed against hers . . . (It owed an awful lot, she had to admit, to Walt Disney’s Cinderella. It had to, as things tended to get a bit blurry after the kissing.) Since arriving here, her daydream kept being interrupted by slim, enigmatic Jean Shrimpton lookalikes, who tempted him away with knowing smiles and Sobranie cigarettes. So she had started a new fantasy, in which, at the end of the evening, Douglas escorted her back to this huge bedroom, waited longingly at the open door, and then finally, tenderly, walked her over to the window, gazed at her moonlit face, and—

			“Vee? Are you decent?” Vivi jumped guiltily as Douglas rapped sharply on the door. “Thought we might nip downstairs early. I bumped into an old schoolfriend and he’s saving us a couple of glasses of champagne. Are you nearly done?”

			“Two secs,” she shouted, layering mascara on her eyelashes and praying that tonight would be the one in which he was forced to look at her differently. “I’ll be right there.”

			

			—

			
			He looked perfect in black tie, of course. He looked taller and straighter, his shoulders square in the crisp dark cloth of his jacket. When she’d told him he looked handsome, jokingly, to hide the intensity of longing his appearance had provoked in her, he’d laughed gruffly and said he felt like a trussed-up fool. Then, as if embarrassed to have forgotten, he had complimented her too. “You scrub up pretty well, old girl,” he said, putting his arm round her and giving her a brotherly squeeze. It wasn’t quite Prince Charming, but it felt radioactive on her bare skin.

			“Did you know we’re now officially snowed in?”

			Alexander, Douglas’s pale, freckled schoolfriend, had brought her another drink. It was her third glass of champagne, and the paralysis she had initially felt when confronted by the sea of glamorous faces before her had evaporated. “What?” she said.

			He leaned in so that she could hear him over the noise of the band. “The snow. It’s started again. Apparently no one’s going to get past the end of the drive until they bring more grit tomorrow.” He, like many of the men, was wearing a red coat (“Pink,” he corrected her), and his aftershave was terribly strong, as if he hadn’t been sure how much to use.

			“Where will you stay?” Vivi had a sudden picture of a thousand bodies camped on the ballroom floor.

			“Oh, I’m all right. I’m in the house, like you. Don’t know what the rest will do, though. Keep going all night, probably. Some of these chaps would have done that anyway.”

			Unlike Vivi, most of the people she could see around her looked as if they stayed up until dawn as a matter of course. They all seemed so confident and assured, uncowed by their grand surroundings. Their poise and chatter suggested there was nothing particularly special about being in this stately home. The girls wore their dresses easily, with the insouciance of those for whom smart evening wear was as familiar as an overcoat.

			And despite the incongruous elegance of the wedding-cake ballroom, it had not been long before the band had been persuaded to drop its playlist of traditional dances, and strike up something a little more modern. An instrumental version of “I Wanna Hold Your Hand“ had sent girls squealing on to the dance floor, shaking their elaborately coiffed heads and shimmying their hips, leaving the matrons on the sidelines to shake their own heads in perplexed disapproval, and Vivi to conclude, sadly, that she was unlikely to get her waltz with Douglas.

			Not that she was sure he’d remembered his promise. Since they had come into the ballroom, he had seemed distracted. In fact, Douglas hadn’t seemed much like himself at all, smoking cigars with his friends, exchanging jokes she didn’t get. She was pretty sure he wasn’t talking about the imminent collapse of the class system—if anything, he looked disturbingly at home among the black ties and hunting coats. Several times she had tried to say something to reestablish their shared history, to recall a degree of intimacy. At one point she had boldly made a joke about his smoking a cigar, but he hadn’t seemed particularly interested—he had listened with what her mother always called “half an ear.” Then as politely as he could, he had rejoined the other conversation.

			She had started to feel foolish, so she had been almost grateful when Alexander had paid her some attention. “Fancy a twist?” he had said, and she had to confess that she had only learned the classic dance steps. “Easy,” he said, leading her on to the floor. “Stub a cigarette out with your toe, and rub a towel on your behind. Got it?” He had looked so comical that she had burst out laughing, then glanced behind her to see whether Douglas had noticed. But Douglas, not for the first time that evening, had disappeared.

			At eight a master of ceremonies announced that there was a buffet, and Vivi, a little giddier than when she had arrived, joined a long line of people queuing for sole Veronique or boeuf bourguignon and wondered how to balance her extreme hunger with the knowledge that none of the girls around her were eating more than a few sticks of overcooked carrots.

			Almost accidentally, she had become embedded in a group of Alexander’s friends. He had introduced her in a manner that was faintly proprietorial, and Vivi had found herself tugging at her bodice, conscious that she was revealing quite an expanse of flushed cleavage.

			“Been to Ronnie Scott’s?” said one, leaning over her so that she had to hold her plate away from her.

			“Never met him. Sorry.”

			“It’s a jazz club. Gerrard Street. You should get Xander to take you there. He knows Stan Tracey.”

			“I don’t really know—” Vivi stepped back, and apologized when she jogged someone’s drink.

			“God, I’m starving. Went to the Atwoods’ do last week and all they served was salmon mold and consommé. I had to pay the girls to give me theirs. Thought I’d bloody faint with hunger.”

			“Nothing as mean as a mean buffet.”

			Vivi found herself moving accommodatingly sideways as several conversations continued around her. She was starting to feel discomfited by the way Xander’s hand had “accidentally” brushed her behind several times.

			“Anyone seen Douglas?”

			“Chatting to some blonde in the picture gallery. I gave him a wet willie as I went past.”

			“Another dance, Vivi?” Alexander held out a hand, and made to lead her back on to the dance floor.

			“I—I think I’ll wait this one out.” She put a hand to her hair, and realized, with dismay, that her curls no longer felt smooth and round, but had collapsed in stiff fronds.

			A queue was snaking out of the downstairs bathroom, and Vivi, standing alone as the chatter and noise ebbed and flowed around her, found that by the time she’d reached its head she genuinely needed to go. Suddenly, with “Vivi! Darling! It’s Isabel. Izzy? From Mrs. De Montfort’s? Don’t you look fab!,” the now limited space between her and the lavatory door was filled.

			The girl, whom Vivi only vaguely remembered, wheeled in front of her, inelegantly hoicking up her long pink skirt with one hand, and planted a kiss just behind Vivi’s ear. “Darling, I couldn’t just nip in front of you, could I? I’m absolutely dying. Going to disgrace myself if I . . . Marvelous.” The door swung open in front of them, Isabel vanished inside, and Vivi found herself crossing her legs, a vague need turning into an uncomfortably urgent one.

			“Bloody cow,” said a voice from behind her. Vivi flushed guiltily, imagining this to be directed at her. “She and that Forster girl have been completely monopolizing Toby Duckworth and the Horseguards all night. Margaret B-W’s terribly upset.”

			“Athene Forster doesn’t even like Toby Duckworth. She just fools around because she knows he’s going to pash on her.”

			“Him and half the bloody Kensington barracks.”

			“I don’t know how they can’t see through her.”

			“They certainly get to see enough of her.” There was a ripple of laughter through the queue and Vivi plucked up the courage to glance behind her.

			“Her parents hardly speak to her, I’m told.”

			“Are you surprised? She’s getting quite a reputation.”

			“You know the rumor is that she . . .”

			The voices behind her dropped to a murmur, and Vivi turned back to the door lest she was thought to be eavesdropping. She tried, unsuccessfully, not to think about her bladder. Then she tried, even less successfully, not to think about where Douglas might be. She had hardly seen him all night, and when she had, he had seemed like some unreachable stranger, not like her Douglas at all.

			“Are you going in?” The girl behind her was gesturing at the open door. Isabel must have vacated it without a word to her. Feeling cross and stupid, Vivi stepped into the lavatory, then swore as the hem of her skirt flushed dark with the unidentified watery slick on the marble floor.

			She peed, tugged, dissatisfied, at her hair, patted her face with her compact to dull the sweaty sheen, tried inexpertly to add solid mascara to her already spidery lashes. There was nothing fairy tale about her appearance now, she mused. Unless you brought the Ugly Sisters into the equation.

			The impatient knocking on the door had become too insistent to ignore; she emerged into the hallway, primed to apologize, but no one was looking at her.

			The row of girls was gazing away from her toward the gaming room, where there was an obvious commotion. Vivi, along with the rest, slowly followed the sound of clattering and sporadic exclamation, feeling the air grow suddenly chill. There was the sound of a strangulated horn, and Vivi observed that the hunting-horn-blowing competition, which Xander had told her about, must have started. But this horn was not being blown with any finesse; the air was expelled in gasps, as if someone was breathless, or laughing.

			Vivi stopped in the entrance to the gaming room, behind a group of men, and gazed around her. On the opposite side of the huge room, someone had opened the French windows onto the front lawns so that stray snowflakes blew in at an acute angle. She wrapped her arms around herself, feeling her skin goose-pimple. She realized she had trodden on someone’s foot, but the man did not notice. He was staring straight ahead, his mouth partially open as if, in his alcoholic daze, he couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

			For there, wheeling between the roulette and blackjack tables, was a huge gray horse, its nostrils flared and eyes rolling as it trod nervously back and forth, its hooves still covered in snow, surrounded by a sea of gleefully appalled faces. On its back was the palest girl Vivi had ever seen, her dress hoisted up to reveal long, alabaster legs, her feet still clad in sequined party slippers, long dark hair flowing behind her, one bare arm lifted as she steered the animal expertly in and out of the tables by its halter and reins, a brass horn raised to her lips with the other. Vivi noted absently that, unlike her own already mottled arms, the other girl’s did not give the slightest suggestion of cold.

			“View halloa!” One of the pink-coated young men in the corner was blowing a horn of his own. Two others had climbed onto the tables for a better view.

			“I don’t bloody believe this.”

			“Jump the roulette tables! We’ll pull them all together!”

			Vivi could see Alexander in the corner, laughing and raising a glass as if in mock salute. Beside him, several matronly chaperones were conferring anxiously, gesticulating toward the center of the room.

			“Can I be the fox? I’ll let you catch me . . .”

			“Ugh. God, that girl would do anything for attention.”

			Athene Forster. Vivi recognized the dismissive tones of the girl in the queue for the lavatory. But, like the rest, she was captivated by the unlikely sight before them. Athene had pulled her horse to a halt and was bent low over his neck, entreating a group of young men in low, gravelly tones: “Anyone got a drink, loves?”

			There was a kind of knowledge in her voice; a crack of grief that would be audible even at her happiest. A sea of glasses was proffered toward her, glinting under the thousand-watt brilliance of the crystal chandeliers. She dropped her horn, lifted a glass, and downed the contents in a single gulp to local applause. “Now, which of you darlings is going to light me a cigarette? I dropped mine jumping out of the rose garden.”

			“Athene, old girl, you don’t fancy giving us a Lady Godiva, do you?”

			There was a ripple of laughter. Which came to an abrupt stop. The band was silenced, and Vivi glanced behind her, following the sound of a whispered exclamation.

			“What on earth do you think you’re doing?” Lena Bloomberg had arrived in the center of the room and stood squarely facing the wheeling horse, her white-knuckled hands planted firmly on her hips. Her face was pink with suppressed fury, her eyes glittering as brightly as the rocks round her neck. Vivi’s stomach clenched in anticipation.

			“Did you hear me?”

			Athene Forster didn’t look remotely cowed. “It’s a hunt ball. Old Forester here was feeling a bit left out.”

			Another ripple of laughter.

			“You have no right—”

			“As far as I can see, he’s got more right than you to be here, Mrs. Bloomberg. Mr. B. told me you don’t even hunt.”

			The man beside Vivi swore admiringly under his breath.

			Mrs. Bloomberg opened her mouth as if to speak, but Athene waved a hand at her casually. “Me and Forester just thought we might make things a little more . . . authentic.” Athene reached down for another glass of champagne, downed it, then added so quietly that only those closest to her could hear it, “Unlike this house.”

			“Get off—get off my husband’s horse immediately! How dare you abuse our hospitality in this way.” Lena Bloomberg would have been an imposing figure at the best of times; her height and the air of authority bestowed by huge wealth had evidently left her unused to being crossed. The suggestion of controlled fury had vacuumed any residual mirth from the room. People were looking anxiously at each other now, wondering which of the two participants would crack first.

			There was a painful silence.

			It appeared to be Athene. She gazed at Mrs. Bloomberg steadily for a short eternity, then shifted and began to turn the horse slowly back between the tables, pausing only to accept a cigarette.

			The older woman’s voice cut through the stilled room: “I had been warned not to invite you, but your parents assured me that you had grown up a little. They were patently wrong, and I can promise you that as soon as this is over I shall let them know so in no uncertain terms.”

			“Poor Forester,” Athene crooned, lying along the horse’s neck. “And he was so looking forward to a little poker.”

			“You should think yourself lucky that the weather does not permit me to have you thrown out of here on your ear, young lady.” Mrs. Bloomberg’s icy tones followed Athene as she walked the horse back toward the French windows.

			“Oh, don’t worry about me, Mrs. Bloomberg.” The girl turned her head with a lazy, charming smile. “I’ve been turfed out of far classier establishments than this.” Then, with a kick of her jeweled slippers, she and the horse leaped over the small stone steps and cantered, nearly silently, into the snowy dark.

			There was a loaded silence, and then, on the instructions of the rigid hostess, the band struck up again. Groups of people exclaimed at each other, pointing at the snowy hoofmarks on the polished floor, as the ball sputtered slowly back to life. The master of ceremonies announced that the horn-blowing competition would take place in the Great Hall in five minutes, and that dinner was still being served in the dining room. Within minutes, all that was left of Athene’s appearance was a ghostly imprint in the imaginations of those who had seen her—its edges already diminished by the prospect of the next piece of entertainment—and a few pools of melted snow on the floor.

			Vivi glanced over at Douglas. Standing by the huge fireplace, his eyes had not left the now closed French windows, just as they had not left Athene Forster as she sat on her huge horse, a few feet from him. While those around him had been appalled, or shocked, giggling in nervous excitement, there had been something else in Douglas Fairley-Hulme’s expression. Something still and rapt. Something that made Vivi fearful. “Douglas?” she asked, making her way over to him, trying not to slip on the wet floor.

			He didn’t appear to hear her.

			“Douglas? You promised me a dance.”

			It took several seconds for him to notice her. “What? Oh, Vee. Yes. Right.” His eyes were drawn back to the doors. “I—I’ve just got to get a drink first. I’ll bring you a glass. Be right back.”

			

			—

			That was the point, Vivi realized afterward, at which she had been forced to acknowledge that there was going to be no fairy-tale ending to her evening. Douglas hadn’t returned with the drinks, and she had stood by the fireplace for almost forty minutes, a vague, glassy smile on her face, trying to look purposeful rather than like someone who had been left on the side like a spare part. When she realized that the group by the flower arrangement were remarking on her lonely sojourn, and the same waiter had been past three times, finally to ask if she was all right, she accepted Alexander’s second offer to dance.

			At midnight, there had been a toast, and some strange, unofficial game involving a young man with a fox’s tail attached to his jacket who went hurtling through the house, hotly pursued by several of his pink-coated friends with hunting horns. One had slipped and fallen hard on the waxed floor, knocking himself unconscious by the main staircase. But another had poured the contents of a stirrup cup into his mouth, and he had come to, spluttering and gagging, got up, and carried on the chase as if nothing had happened. At one o’clock Vivi, who was wishing she could go back to her room, said she would accompany Alexander to the blackjack table, where, unexpectedly, he won seven pounds. In a fit of exuberance, he told her she should have the lot. The way he said that she was his “lucky charm” made her feel a bit nauseated—that, or the amount of champagne she had drunk. At half past one she saw Mrs. Bloomberg in animated discussion with her husband in what looked like his private office. Just visible was a pair of prostrate female legs, in shimmering oyster tights. Vivi recognized them as belonging to a red-haired girl she had seen earlier, being sick out of a window.

			At two o’clock, some unseen church-tower timepiece acknowledged the hour and confirmed for Vivi that Douglas was not going to keep his promise, that she was not going to find herself held gently in his arms, that there was going to be no longed-for kiss at the end of the evening. Surrounded by the chaos around her, the girls shrieking, their faces now flushed and bleary, the boys sprawled drunkenly on sofas or brawling incompetently, all she wanted was to be alone and cry.

			“Xander, I think I’m going to go to my room.”

			His arm was slung casually round her waist and he was talking to one of his friends. He turned toward her, surprised. “What?”

			“I’m really tired. I hope you don’t mind. I’ve had a perfectly lovely evening, thank you very much.”

			“You can’t go to bed now.” He reeled backward theatrically. “Party’s only just starting.”

			His ears, she noted, were scarlet, and his eyelids had slid halfway over his eyes. “I’m sorry. You’ve been awfully kind. If you bump into him, would you mind telling Douglas I’ve—I’ve retired for the evening?”

			A voice behind Alexander barked, “Douglas? I don’t think Douglas is going to be too bothered.” Several of the men exchanged glances and let off a rapid volley of laughter.

			She made her way out of the gaming room, her arms crossed miserably across her chest, no longer caring how she looked. The people around her were too drunk to pay any attention anyway. The band was taking a break, and Dusty Springfield sang a melancholy melody over loudspeakers that made Vivi set her face against tears.

			“Vivi, you can’t go up yet.” Alexander was right behind her. He reached out and pulled her round by her shoulder. The angle of his head told her everything she needed to know about how much he’d had to drink.

			“I’m really sorry, Alexander. Honestly, I’ve had a super time. But I’m tired.”

			“Come . . . come and have something to eat. They’ll be doing kedgeree in the breakfast room soon.” He was holding her arm, his grip a little tighter than was comfortable. “You know . . . you look very pretty in your . . . your dress.” His eyes were now fixed on her embonpoint, and alcohol had removed any trace of reticence from his gaze. “Very nice,” he said. And then, just in case she had missed the point, “Very, very nice.”

			Vivi stood in an agony of indecision. To turn away from him now would be the height of impoliteness to someone who had made such an effort to entertain her. And yet the way he was staring at her chest was making her uneasy. “Xander, perhaps we can meet for breakfast.”

			He didn’t seem to have heard her. “The problem with skinny women,” he was saying, directly at her chest, “and there’re so many bloody skinny women these days . . .”

			“Xander?”

			“. . . is that they have no breasts. No breasts to speak of.” As he spoke, he tentatively lifted a hand toward her chest.

			“Oh! You—” Vivi’s upbringing had left her with no adequate response. She turned, and walked briskly from the room, one hand placed protectively over her bosom, ignoring the rather half-hearted entreaties behind her.

			She had to find Douglas. She wouldn’t be able to sleep until she did. She needed to reassure herself that, no matter how unreachable he had been this evening, once they had left this place he would be her Douglas again: kind, serious Douglas, who had mended punctures on her first bicycle, who, her dad said, was a “thoroughly decent young man,” and who had taken her to see Tom Jones twice at the cinema. She wanted to tell him how awful Alexander had been (and harbored a newly flourishing secret hope that this dastardly behavior might spur him on to realize his true feelings).

			It was easier to search now, as the crowds had thinned into small, sedentary gatherings. The older guests had departed for their rooms, some dragging protesting charges in their wake, and outside at least one tractor could be heard trying to clear a path away from the house. Douglas was not in the gaming room, or in the main ballroom, the adjoining corridor, underneath the grand staircase, or drinking with the pink coats in the Reynard bar. No one noticed her now, the late hour and alcohol consumption having rendered her invisible. But it seemed to have rendered him invisible too; she had wondered several times, in her exhausted state, whether, given his expressed dislike for such pompous, class-ridden occasions, he might have crept home after all. Vivi sniffed unhappily, realizing that she had been so wrapped up in her own private fantasy of having him escort her to her own room that she had never considered she might need to know where his room was. I’ll find Mrs. Bloomberg and she’ll tell me. Or I’ll just knock on every door in the other wing until someone can find him for me.

			She went past the main stairs, stepping over the seated couples propped against banisters. Weary now, she passed rows of ancestral portraits, their colors unmellowed by age, their gilt frames suspiciously bright. Under her feet the plush red carpet now bore carelessly stubbed cigarettes and the odd discarded napkin. Outside the kitchens, from which now emanated the smell of baking bread, she passed Isabel, laughing helplessly on the shoulder of an attentive young man. She didn’t seem to recognize Vivi now.

			Several feet beyond the corridor came to an end. Vivi glanced up at the heavy oak door, checked behind her to make sure that no one could see her, and let out a huge yawn. She bent down to remove her shoes, which had begun to pinch several hours earlier. She would put them back on when she found him.

			It was as she raised her head that she heard it: a scuffling sound and the odd grunt, as if someone had fallen down drunk outside and was trying to raise themselves. She stared at the door from behind which the noise had come, and saw it was just ajar, a sliver of Arctic breeze slipping down the side of the corridor. Vivi, shoeless, crept closer, holding one arm across herself against the encroaching cold. She paused, then opened the door silently, and peered round at the side of the house.

			She initially thought that the woman must have fallen down because he seemed to be supporting her, trying to prop her up against the wall. She wondered if she should offer to help. She then grasped, in swift, successive jolts, that the rhythmic sounds she had heard were emerging from these people. That the woman’s long pale legs were not the limp limbs of a drunk, but wrapped tautly round him like some kind of serpent. As Vivi’s eyes adjusted to the dark, she recognized, with a start, the woman’s long, dark hair, falling chaotically over her face, and the lone sequined slipper, upon which stray flakes of snow were settling.

			Vivi was simultaneously repulsed and transfixed, staring for several seconds before she grasped, with a flood of shame, what she had been witnessing. She stood, leaning against the half-opened door, that sound echoing grotesquely in her ears, jarring against the thumping of her heart.

			She had meant to move, but the longer she stood there, the more paralyzed she became, even though her arms were mottling in the night air, and her teeth chattering. Instead of escaping, she leaned against the cool of the oak door and felt her legs disappear from under her: she had understood that while the tones were those she had never heard before, this man’s voice was not. That the back of the man’s head, his pink-tinged ears, the sharp edge where his hair met his collar, were familiar to her: as familiar as they had been twelve years ago, when she had first fallen in love with him.
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			She might not have made Deb of the Year (and now that she was “respectable” no one discussed why), but there were few observers of society who doubted that the nuptials of Athene Forster, described as the so-called Last Deb, It Girl, or, among some of the less forgiving society matrons, something far less complimentary, and Douglas Fairley-Hulme, son of the Suffolk farming Fairley-Hulmes, could be hailed as the Wedding of the Year.

			The guest list sported enough old money and double-barreled names to grant it a prominent position in all the society pages, along with some rather grainy black-and-white pictures. The reception was held at one of the better gentlemen’s clubs in Piccadilly, its customary air of tobacco-scented pomp and bluster temporarily smothered by spring blooms and swathed drapes of white silk.

			There was the groom, universally decreed to be “a catch,” whose serious manner, clean-cut good looks, and family fortune had left heartbroken potential mothers-in-law across several counties. Even as he stood, formal and stiff in his morning suit, the occasion weighty upon his broad shoulders, his obvious happiness kept breaking through, evident in the way he kept glancing across the room to locate his bride, his eyes softening as he saw her. It was also patently obvious that, despite the presence of his family, his best friends and a hundred others, all of whom wanted to pass on their warmest wishes and congratulations, he would rather they had been alone.

			And then there was the bride. Her dewy eyes and bias-cut silk dress, which skimmed a figure that might easily have seemed too thin, had led even her more fervent detractors to note that whatever else she was (and there was no shortage of opinions in that department), she was certainly a great beauty. Her hair, more usually seen cascading wildly down her back, had been glossed and tamed to sit regally on the crown of her head, held in place by a tiara of real diamonds. Other girls’ skin might have been grayed by the white of the silk, but hers reflected its marble smoothness. Her eyes, a pale aquamarine, had been professionally outlined, and shimmered under a layer of silver. Her mouth formed a small, secretive smile that revealed none of her teeth, except when she turned to her husband and broke into a wide, uninhibited grin, or when she occasionally locked lips with him in a suggestion of some private, desperate passion, that made those around them laugh nervously and look away.

			Justine Forster now sat smiling out gamely from the top table. Having tried to ignore that her already habitually choleric husband was still cross that the date of the wedding had interrupted his annual veteran-soldiers’ trip to Ypres and had mentioned it on no fewer than three occasions already (once during the speech!), she was now trying to ignore her daughter, who, two seats away, appeared to be giving her own husband a verbatim account of the “girl-to-girl” chat she had unwisely embarked upon the previous evening.

			“She thinks the Pill is immoral, darling,” Athene was whispering, snorting with laughter. “Says that if we head off to old Dr. Harcourt to get a prescription, there’ll be a shrieking hot line to the new pope before we know it, and we’ll be cast into flaming damnation.”

			Douglas, who was still unused to such frank discussion of bedroom matters, was doing his best to appear composed while fighting off a now familiar wave of longing for the woman beside him.

			“I told her I thought the pope might be a bit busy to worry about little old me swallowing birth-control bonbons, but, apparently, no. Like God, Paul VI—or VIII or whatever he is—knows everything: if we’re thinking impure thoughts, if we’re considering copulation purely for pleasure, if we’re not putting enough in the collection plate.” She leaned toward her husband and said, in a whisper just loud enough for her mother to hear: “Douglas, darling, he probably even knows where you’ve got your hand right now.”

			There was a sudden spluttering from Douglas’s left, and he tried, but failed, to silence his wife, then with both hands clearly visible, asked his new mother-in-law whether he might get her some water.

			Douglas’s embarrassment did not last long. He had swiftly decided that he loved Athene’s irrepressibility, her lack of concern for the social mores and confines that had dictated their lives so far. Athene shared his embryonic views that society was increasingly unimportant, that they could be pioneers, expressing themselves as they liked, doing what they liked, heedless of convention. He had to fit it all round his job on his father’s estate, but Athene was happy doing her own thing. She wasn’t terribly interested in doing up their new house—“The mothers are so good at that kind of thing”—but she liked riding out on her new horse (his pre-wedding present to her), lying in front of the fire reading, and, when he wasn’t working, going up to London for dances, to the cinema, and, most of all, spending as much time as they could in bed.

			Douglas had not known it was possible to feel like this. He spent his days in a state of distracted tumescence, for the first time in his life unable to focus on work, the duties of family and career inheritance. Instead his antennae were tuned to a frequency of soft curves, flimsy fabrics, and salty smells. Try as he might, he couldn’t seem to get inflamed by the things that had inspired him or fed his growing preoccupation with the wrongs of the ruling classes, and the vexed question of whether wealth redistribution meant that he should give up some of his land. Nothing was as relevant, as interesting as it had been. Not when compared to the carnal delights of his bride. Douglas had once confessed to his friends that he had never become more involved with a woman than he would with a new car (both, he had said, with the shallow confidence of youth, were best replaced within a year by a new model). The young man who had always maintained a skeptical distance from the messy doings of the full-blown love affair now found himself dragged into a vacuum of—well, what was it? Lust? Obsession? The words seemed somehow inadequate for the blind unthinkingness of it, the skin-upon-skin neediness of it, the gloriously greedy voluptuousness of it. The hard, thrusting—

			“Going to give the old girl a quickie?”

			“What?” Douglas, flushing, stared at his father, who had appeared unannounced at his shoulder. His small, wiry frame stood characteristically straight in his morning suit, his weather-beaten, normally watchful face softened by alcohol and pride.

			“Your mother. You promised her a dance. She fancies a quick whirl if I can get them to strike up a quickstep. Got to meet your obligations, my boy. Your car will be here soon, after all.”

			“Oh. Right. Of course.” Douglas stood, struggling to regroup his thoughts. “Athene, darling, will you excuse me?”

			“Only if your gorgeous father promises to give this old girl a quickie too.” Her smile, flickering behind innocently wide eyes, made Douglas wince.

			“Delighted, my dear. Just don’t mind me if I wheel you past old Dickie Bentall a few times. I like to show him that there’s life in the old dog yet.”

			

			—

			“I’m heading off, Mummy.”

			Serena Newton turned away from her wiener schnitzel (beautifully done, but she wasn’t sure about the creamed mushrooms) and looked with surprise at her daughter. “But you can’t leave until they’ve gone, darling. They’ve not even brought their car around yet.”

			“I promised Mrs. Thesiger I’d babysit for her tonight. I want to go home first and get changed.”

			“But you never said. I thought you were coming home with Daddy and me.”

			“Not this weekend, Mummy. I promise I’ll be back in a week or two. It was lovely to see you.”

			Behind her there was a round of applause as the young groom took his bride onto the dance floor. Vivi, glancing away from her mother’s enquiring gaze, didn’t flinch. She had got rather good at hiding her feelings these last months.

			Her mother reached out a hand. “You’ve hardly been home in ages. I can’t believe you’re rushing off like this.”

			“Hardly rushing off. I told you, Mummy. I’ve got to babysit tonight.” She smiled, a broad, reassuring smile.

			Mrs. Newton leaned forward, placed a hand on Vivi’s knee, and dropped her voice: “I know this has been terribly hard for you, darling.”

			“What?” Vivi couldn’t hide her sudden color.

			“I was young once, you know.”

			“I’m sure you were, Mummy. But I really have to go. I’ll say goodbye to Daddy on my way out.” With a promise to call, and a twinge of guilt at her mother’s hurt expression, Vivi turned and made her way across the room, managing to keep her face toward the doors. She understood her mother’s concern: she looked older now. Loss had etched new shadowy echoes of knowledge on her face, grief sharpening its once puddingy outline into planes. It was ironic, really, she mused, that she should start acquiring the characteristics she had so desired—slimness, a kind of jaded sophistication—through losing the very thing she had wanted them for.

			And, despite being naturally home-loving, Vivi had done her best to return to her family as little as possible over the last few months. She had kept her telephone conversations brief, avoiding all references to anyone outside the family, had preferred to stay in touch with her parents through short, cheerful dispatches on jokey postcards, had insisted time after time that she couldn’t possibly come back for Daddy’s birthday, the village fete, the Fairley-Hulmes’ annual tennis party, pleading work commitments, tiredness, or an illusory round of social invitations. Instead, having found work in the offices of a fabric company a little way from Regent’s Park, she had thrown herself into her new career with a missionary zeal that left her employers astonished daily at her capacity for hard work, her babysitting families grateful for her perpetual availability, and Vivi frequently too exhausted, when she returned to her shared flat, to think. And this suited her just fine.

			After the hunt ball, Vivi had realized that whenever she mentioned Douglas’s name with anything but sisterly interest her parents had gently steered her away from him, perhaps knowing even then that he had longings she could not fulfill. He had never given her any indication, after all, that his affection for her held anything more than the most innocent brotherly interest.

			Now, having seen him look another way entirely, she had resigned herself to her fate. Not that she was going to have to find someone else, as her mother had repeatedly suggested. No, Vivi Newton now knew herself to be one of an unlucky minority: a girl who had lost the only man she would ever love, and who, having considered the alternatives carefully, had decided she would rather not settle for anyone else.

			It was pointless telling her parents, who would fuss, protest, and assure her that she was far too young to make such a decision, but she knew she would never marry. It was not that she was so hurt she could never love again (although hurt she had been—she still found it difficult to sleep without her “little helpers,” prescription benzodiazepine) or, indeed, that she had some idea of herself as a doomed romantic heroine. Vivi had just concluded, in the fairly straightforward manner that she concluded most things, that she would rather live alone with her loss than spend a lifetime trying to make someone else match
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