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  Prologue


  The first thing that struck Dr. Morris Tinsdale, Consultant Child Psychiatrist for the Croydon area, was the twins’ appearance. They were tall, slender children with silver-blond hair and unusually mature facial features for four-year-olds. They would have been outstandingly attractive were it not for their eyes.


  These were an incredibly light shade of blue with minute smoky-grey pupils. Their lashes were long but colorless, not even the silver-blond of their hair but instead soft, opaque strands like threads of a spider’s web. He had never seen such eyes.


  Smiling, he gestured for their parents to take a seat. He was pleased to see both parents; so often he saw only the mother and it was far easier to build up a picture of the family home if he talked to husband and wife.


  “It’s very good of you both to come,” he said pleasantly.


  Charles Marshall nodded in acknowledgement. “We both felt that it was necessary.”


  “It certainly helps. I see from your G.P.’s letter that Olivia and Orlando have stopped talking.”


  “That’s right,” confirmed Charles. His wife, Meg, kept silent.


  “Does this mean that they never say anything?”


  “I’m sorry?”


  “Well, quite often with twins they do talk to each other, even if the language they use is a distortion of our normal speech pattern. Have you noticed anything like that?”


  “They don’t talk at all,” said their mother quietly. “They used to chatter from morning to night; now they never say a word.”


  “And you can’t pinpoint any reason for their silence? Nothing that triggered if off?”


  “We’ve thought about it of course …” began Charles, and after that there was no stopping him as he told the doctor how bright the twins had been, how exceptionally articulate and outgoing, how good-natured and amiable. He was like a clockwork toy who would keep talking until he ran down.


  The twins looked round the room. It was large, light and relaxing. There were shelves of children’s books, a doll’s house, several stuffed animals, and in one corner there was even a hamster in a cage.


  As Dr. Tinsdale listened to Charles, he watched the children out of the corner of his eye. After surveying their surroundings they glanced at each other then walked in unison to the books. Orlando took out one on cars while Olivia chose one that explained all about a little boy who’d been adopted.


  “… and they’d never been any trouble at all,” continued Charles. “Considering their background, I felt we’d been exceptionally lucky, but now …”


  The doctor had been waiting for some mention of their background. It wasn’t unusual for a man in Charles Marshall’s position to feel concealed resentment for children like these. Careful counseling couldn’t alter human nature, but he didn’t want to assume that such a situation was responsible for the twins’ silence until he had explored all other avenues of possibility.


  Orlando quickly tired of the cars and moved closer to his twin. Their eyes traveled over the pages. They saw pictures of a man and a woman gazing with rapt attention at a rosy-cheeked baby in a cot while the baby smiled back at them.


  On the next page the adults were taking the baby back to their house, their faces wreathed in smiles. “Mr. and Mrs. Black are taking Simon home with them,” informed the text. “He is a very special baby. Mr. and Mrs. Black have waited a long time for a baby and now they have chosen Simon.”


  Olivia took hold of the page with the picture of the smiling Blacks and their fictional bundle of bliss and ripped it out. Orlando reached out and took it from her, then she watched as he carefully tore it into a dozen pieces which he scattered over the floor like confetti. This done they smiled at each other and began to examine the stuffed animals.


  “No!” admonished Meg, horrified by such wanton destruction.


  Dr. Tinsdale raised a reassuring hand. “Don’t worry. Let them do as they like. I wonder, Mrs. Marshall, if you could tell me when the twins’ behavior first started to worry you?”


  “I suppose it all began about a year ago. They …”


  Orlando picked up and discarded several species of bears, one koala with a face like a gremlin, and two green Kermits, before he came across a stuffed doll with black hair and enormous dark eyes. He examined this more carefully before handing it to Olivia. She looked at her twin, who gave the briefest of nods. Quietly and efficiently she tore off both arms and then began to pull out the stuffing until the rag doll was just a piece of patterned cloth with a disproportionately large head. It looked very strange and the twins both smiled.


  Dr. Tinsdale, who had missed this second act of destruction, was now planning his future sessions with the twins. “I’d like to see them on their own next Thursday morning if possible,” he told Meg and Charles. “I’m quite sure that this is just a passing phase. They’re probably taking great pleasure in watching you both worry, but I’ll know more after a couple of sessions. In the meantime, try not to show any concern and carry on as normal.”


  “We wondered …” said Charles hesitantly.


  “You wondered!” Meg’s voice was sharp and accusing.


  “Yes. I wondered whether it could be hereditary.”


  “Donors for artificial insemination are very carefully checked out,” explained Dr. Tinsdale. “Their backgrounds and medical histories are thoroughly examined, and in most cases they are themselves medical students with a high sense of morality.”


  “Most medical students that I’ve met waltz through their training half-cut!,” snapped Charles.


  Dr. Tinsdale’s laugh was rather strained. “I think that’s a somewhat sweeping statement, Mr. Marshall. However, if—and I stress it is only if—I feel it necessary to look into their background more thoroughly then I will be able to see their father’s medical history. If I’m still not satisfied, he can be recalled and the clinic will question him further. After all, we do know who their father is, which is more than can be said for quite a lot of children.”


  “May I ask a question?” asked Meg hesitantly.


  “Of course.”


  “What is elective mutism?”


  “It’s a very rare condition where a person chooses not to talk although physically and mentally capable of doing so. However it is, as I said, very rare and in the case of twins there is scarcely a handful of cases on record.”


  “But what else could it be? They used to talk.”


  “I suspect they still do, Mrs. Marshall. If they’re as smart as your husband suggests they’re probably merely being careful not to let you hear them.”


  Olivia peered in to the doll’s house and picked a tiny plastic baby out of a miniature bath. She held it up for her twin to inspect and then put it in her mouth. With a quick snap of her beautiful white teeth she severed the head before replacing the torso in the bath. The head she put in her skirt pocket. Orlando bent his head to hide his amusement.


  “So you don’t think there’s anything seriously wrong with them?” persisted Meg.


  “The less you worry the better they’ll be. Naturally you’re concerned; probably more than most mothers because you waited ten years to have them. Understandably you’re terrified that even now things aren’t going to proceed normally. Try to remember that over-protectiveness—however well-intentioned—can in itself cause serious problems with growing children.”


  Orlando poked a finger through the hamster’s cage. It scurried away from the wire and began to tread its wheel. Its feet went faster and faster until the wheel was just a blur. Olivia narrowed her strange eyes and stared hard at the furry creature. Orlando watched the animal with interest. Olivia concentrated even harder, her mouth a tight line and her naturally pale face now completely colorless. All at once the hamster stopped, squeaked in shock and ran off to its sleeping compartment. At the base of its tail was a small scorch mark.


  “So you aren’t too concerned?” asked Charles.


  “Not at all. I’m interested, and I’m sure I can help, but I don’t imagine that there’s very much the matter with the twins. I’m afraid that bringing up children isn’t quite as easy as the books make out. These little problems crop up now and again. The important thing is not to let them get out of proportion.”


  The twins saw their parents stand up and immediately ran to their side. Once again they stared blankly at the doctor, their eyes so lacking in expression that he realized it was rather like looking at androids. He winked at Olivia. She remained expressionless. Taking a large handkerchief from his pocket he deftly twisted and turned the material until within seconds he’d produced a very good likeness of a rabbit.


  Orlando looked at the handkerchief, looked at the doctor, flicked his eyes to his twin and then reached up to the desk and grasped a pencil and a piece of paper. He ran over to the books, picked one up, rested it on his knees and appeared to write. Dr. Tinsdale watched him carefully.


  When he’d finished, Orlando folded the paper carefully in half and slid it across the desk to the doctor. He then followed the rest of the family out of the room. In the doorway both he and Olivia paused, glancing back to see what Dr. Tinsdale was doing.


  Aware of their scrutiny the doctor smiled to himself as he unfolded the paper. He glanced at the thick white sheet and his eyes widened in shock. There, beautifully printed in large capitals, was one solitary word. He looked up at the twins. Satisfied that he’d read the message, they walked quietly out of the door.


  The doctor’s mouth was dry as he studied the paper once more. The message was very well written for such a young child, and its meaning succinct. In the middle of the page Orlando had printed one word: “FOOL”.


  Chapter 1


  It was a lovely sunny day and Meg was sitting in her back garden with her sister, Catriona. The twins and their cousin, David, were playing in the sandpit.


  “They seem much better,” said Catriona cheerfully. “They both said “hello” to us when we arrived, and I can hear them laughing now.”


  Meg, who had always been slim for her height but had now become positively thin, pulled a face. “They’re certainly better than when they first went to Dr. Tinsdale but they’re not back to normal. However, he won’t be seeing them any more.”


  “Not at all?”


  “No. I honestly get the feeling he’s afraid of them, and I’m sure he doesn’t take any notice of my opinions.”


  “Surely Charles supports what you say?”


  “Charles! He’s washed his hands of them. As far as Charles is concerned I wanted the children, I conceived and gave birth to them, and if I don’t like what I’ve got I can’t blame him. He says that to him they’re just a financial burden.”


  “But you both wanted children! He was devastated when he found he couldn’t give you any. Miles said he’d never seen Charles look as ill as he did when you found out why you weren’t able to conceive.”


  “It wasn’t quite as simple as it seemed,” said Meg quietly.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I’m sorry, Catriona. I can’t explain, but really and truly Charles is right. I was the one who pushed him into accepting artificial insemination.”


  “You hardly had to twist his arm!”


  Yes I did, thought Meg, he had no choice but to give in to me. Unfortunately this was something that she couldn’t share with her sister. A secret that had to be kept in exchange for the twins.


  “In what way aren’t they back to normal?” Catriona knew when to change the subject.


  “They won’t talk to Charles.”


  “Only Charles?”


  “Yes, they completely ignore him. When he comes home they don’t even look up. It must be horrible for him. They act as though he were invisible. They don’t do anything he tells them to either. I have to repeat all his instructions. Family conversations are a complete farce. ‘Go and clean your teeth, Olivia,’ says Charles. Two minutes later I say, ‘Daddy said go and clean your teeth,’ and two minutes after that I have to say, ‘Olivia, I’d like you to clean your teeth now.’ And that fool of a psychiatrist says they’re perfectly normal!”


  “That’s dreadful. Poor Charles.”


  “I sometimes wonder if it’s because they know he isn’t really their father.”


  “Don’t be silly, how could they possibly know that? He’s always been marvelous with them. When they were first talking he was as proud as could be. Miles used to laugh about the way he doted on them.”


  “Miles laughs at most things: I’m afraid Charles is rarely amused.”


  Catriona frowned. “Are things all right between you?”


  “As all right as they’ve ever been.”


  “You are feeling down. We’ve always looked on you two as the perfect couple, yet right now you sound as though you’ve never known a day’s happiness together. What you need is a holiday.”


  “I’ll get some more coffee,” said Meg quietly, and went into the large five-bedroomed house that was beginning to feel increasingly like a gilded cage.


  “Look at my castle,” said Olivia, gently patting the perfect three-turret model that she’d carefully constructed out of the sand.


  “This one’s mine,” said Orlando, pointing to a heap of sand topped by an empty yogurt pot with a lolly stick through the middle.


  David eyed his cousins warily. They weren’t like his other friends, and although he was a year older he always felt vaguely frightened in their presence.


  “Where’s yours?” Orlando asked him.


  “I haven’t made one.”


  “Why not?”


  “I like burying my feet.”


  The twins glanced at one another and smiled. “I’ll bury your feet,” said Olivia. “Here, I’ll use my spade. It’s bigger than yours.” She began industriously shoveling sand over David’s feet and ankles. The sun was warm on his back and he felt quite sleepy as she gently patted the grains in place.


  Behind him, Orlando stood thoughtfully, spade in hand, and wondered what it would feel like to hit David over the head. He tried to imagine what kind of a sound the spade would make as it made contact with the skull, but couldn’t decide if it would be a dull thud or a sharp crack. Probably a dull thud, he thought, unless the bones of the skull were almost unprotected. It was difficult to tell just by looking for David had a mass of brown curls that completely hid his scalp.


  Orlando realized that he’d never have a better opportunity of finding out because his cousin was quite off guard as Olivia played happily round his feet. Excitement stirred in him, causing his stomach to lurch and then glow with a strange, pleasurable warmth. All at once he knew he simply had to give it a try.


  His excitement peaked to such a pitch that Olivia sensed it. For one brief moment she allowed her eyes to meet her twin’s. The pupils seemed to vanish at the moment of contact. Then she quickly continued with her own game so that David wasn’t alerted.


  Orlando didn’t bother to check that no one was watching him because he didn’t think that he was doing anything wrong. He wanted to find something out and this was the only way it could be done. David was simply unfortunate in being there on that particular day. Raising his spade high in the air the little boy brought it down on his cousin’s head with a mighty blow that split the skin, causing David to topple sideways. As he fell he hit his head against the side of the pit, and so it was never possible for Orlando to be sure if he’d managed to knock his cousin out or not. He rather regretted the intrusion of the concrete edge.


  Catriona had seen it all. She had been so stunned by what she was witnessing that her tardy scream of warning had done David more harm than good for he instinctively tensed and half-turned towards her, which was why it was the side of his head that was split open rather than the top.


  She ran over the lawn, nearly falling in her haste, and when she saw David lying in a spreading pool of blood she began to scream hysterically while shaking Orlando as though he were a small dog.


  “You wicked, wicked boy! Look what you’ve done. David! David, can you hear Mummy?”


  Olivia quickly stepped out of the pit and stared down at her aunt. “You’re crying!” she said in astonishment. “Why are you crying?”


  “David! Oh, God, please let him be all right. David! David!”


  Meg, who had heard her sister from the house, took one look at all the blood and went to phone for an ambulance. Then she shepherded the twins away from the sandpit, telling them to go to their room and play until a doctor had mended David.


  “Can a doctor mend him?” asked Orlando.


  “Of course he can. He’ll probably put in a stitch or two, that’s all.”


  “What a waste!” complained Olivia as they climbed the stairs. “All that effort and they’ll just stitch him up again. What did it feel like?”


  Orlando’s eyes were shining. “Lovely! I went all hot and tingly from my head to my toes. It was just like when we … you know.”


  “Was it?” This fascinated Olivia. “What was the best bit?”


  “Seeing the blood. It was nice when he crumpled up, but the blood was best.”


  “I wonder why Auntie Catriona was crying.”


  “Perhaps she didn’t know about the stitches. Just before I hit him was almost as exciting as the blood.”


  “Really?”


  “I’d like to do it again, to see which bit was really the best.”


  “We’d better wait until he’s been sewn together,” said practical Olivia.


  “I shan’t do it to David next time. I’ll try someone different.”


  “How about Lee at playgroup?”


  “O.K. Look, the ambulance is coming up our drive.”


  They both hung out of the bedroom window, totally enthralled by the siren and uniformed men. They didn’t take much notice of Catriona and David but the ambulance was really exciting.


  Eventually a shattered Meg forced herself upstairs to the twins’ bedroom. Catriona, while obviously hysterical, had been perfectly lucid about what had occurred and her final, screeching denunciation of the twins as maladjusted monsters had sounded an ominous warning note in Meg’s mind.


  “I want to talk seriously to you both,” she told them as they bounded blithely across the room towards her. “What happened to David this afternoon?”


  Orlando frowned. “He got hit with a spade. Aunty Catriona saw that, she said so.”


  “Was it an accident, Orlando?”


  He shook his head.


  “You’ve saying that you meant to hurt him?” She tried to keep her voice non-accusing.


  “I wanted to see what would happen, that’s all.”


  “You mean it was an experiment?”


  “A what?”


  “A sort of test.”


  He smiled briefly. “That’s right, a test.”


  “And how do you feel now that the test is over?”


  “I’m all right.”


  “But David isn’t, is he?”


  Orlando shrugged. “You said he’d be sewn up.”


  “That’s right, but he’s going to have a terrible pain in his head for a long time.”


  Orlando continued to smile cheerfully at her.


  “Don’t you realize what you’ve done? You could have killed him! What’s the matter with you two? Why did you want to know what would happen? Couldn’t you just play quietly in the sand like other children?”


  “It got a bit boring,” said Olivia politely. “Orlando wanted to make it more interesting.”


  “I’ve a good mind to tell Dr. Tinsdale. I’d like to know what he’d make of this.”


  “He’d call it acceptable experimental behavior.”


  “Three months ago you couldn’t say a word!” exclaimed Meg. “Now you talk like a walking dictionary. I hope you realize that you’ve both behaved appallingly.”


  “I didn’t!” objected Olivia.


  “Yes, you did. I saw you waving to the driver while your poor cousin was being carried into the back of the ambulance.”


  “I didn’t wave to David because he had his eyes closed.”


  “Stop it!” shouted Meg. “I’m telling your father all about this. Until he gets in, you’re both to stay here and start thinking up a suitable apology for David.”


  Until that moment the twins had been good-humored. They’d listened politely to Meg and even tried to look slightly confused, but at the mention of Charles their eyes became bleak and they moved closer together.


  “He isn’t our father,” they said in unison.


  “Of course he is.”


  “He isn’t,” repeated Olivia coldly. “He’s nothing to do with us. He’s just part of another experiment.”


  “What do you mean?” asked Meg, wishing that they wouldn’t stare so directly at her.


  “When Orlando wanted to find out about hitting people you said he was doing an experiment. We’re part of an experiment too, aren’t we?”


  “No!” exclaimed a horrified Meg. “I don’t know what you’ve heard but it isn’t true. You’re two perfectly normal children. How could you be an experiment?”


  “He isn’t our father,” repeated the twins. In the face of such an indisputable truth all that their mother could do was turn and run from the room.


  “She was crying too,” remarked Olivia sitting on her bed. “I wonder why people cry so much?”


  “It’s all to do with feelings,” explained Orlando.


  “Like our tingly ones?”


  “Not really. Feelings for other people.”


  “I’ve never had any of them.” Olivia sounded quite regretful; she hated missing anything.


  “Neither have I, but most people do. I’m glad I don’t. I think they’d get in the way of interesting things.”


  “How funny!” laughed Olivia, staring unblinkingly in to space. “I can see David sitting all bunched up in a wheelchair and his head’s lolling around like a baby’s.”


  Orlando widened his eyes and began to stare as well. “Oh yes, I wonder why he’s doing that?”


  “We’ll have to wait and see,” replied his twin as she picked up pencil and paper. “I’m going to draw David’s head with all the blood coming out and see if I go tingly too.”


  “I’m going to have a sleep,” responded Orlando. “I always feel tired after the tingles.”


  They stayed peacefully in their room for the rest of the day.


  Charles felt very tired when he arrived home. Quite apart from a busy day in court—he was the junior partner in a thriving solicitor’s practice—there had been a highly embarrassing meeting with Brian Heath, the senior partner and founder of the firm. He thought that he’d managed to allay the man’s suspicions but all the same it was worrying. At times like this he was extremely grateful for the existence of the twins.


  His gratitude didn’t last long. As soon as he was in the front door, Meg—who usually had more sense and waited until he’d unwound—started regaling him with the tale of David’s accident in the sandpit.


  “… Catriona’s absolutely furious!” she concluded.


  “These things happen. All children fall down and bang their heads now and again.”


  “David didn’t fall down, Orlando knocked him over.”


  “David is nearly five and built like a tank. I fail to comprehend how Orlando could have felled him with a plastic spade.”


  “It was the metal one with the wooden handle; you bought it last summer because you couldn’t cut a proper moat with the plastic ones.”


  “In that case Catriona should blame me! Really, Meg, I think you’re making a terrible fuss. Your sister’s always flying off the handle. She’ll get over it.”


  “David won’t,” said Meg quietly, following her husband into the dining-room where he poured himself an exceptionally large scotch.


  “Why on earth not?”


  “They’re operating to remove a small blood clot at this very moment. It’s causing pressure on the brain.”


  Charles sank in to his chair. “What a ghastly day!”


  “It’s certainly been traumatic.”


  “I meant mine,” he said irritably.


  “Look, Charles, I’m sorry if you’ve had a bad day at work but you must speak to the twins. They seem to think that because they didn’t intend to hurt David that makes everything all right.”


  “And so it does. I know it’s ghastly, and of course your sister’s got every right to feel resentful, but the twins are only just four and they’re used to plastic spades. They couldn’t have realized …”


  “Orlando wanted to know what it felt like.”


  “Know how what felt?”


  “Hitting David over the head.”


  There was a brief silence. “All right, I’ll speak to them. Mind you, it’s a waste of time. They’ll pretend I’m not even in the room. Which reminds me, when do they see Tinsdale again?” Meg stared at her tall, boyish-looking husband with his light brown hair and fresh complexion, and as he gazed questioningly back at her she hated him. Hated him for the way he’d deceived her and for the perpetual charade that was their marriage.


  “I told you,” she said wearily, “he’s finished with them. There’s nothing wrong any more. Well, he doesn’t think there ever was, but even he agrees that their refusal to speak was a trifle anti-social.”


  “They still don’t speak to me.”


  “You and I know that, but you wouldn’t come along and tell him for yourself and he didn’t believe me.”


  Charles rubbed his hand over his face. “I should have gone,” he admitted, “but I’ve had a lot on my mind and …”


  “And?”


  “Nothing. I’ll go and speak to them.”


  The twins were sitting on the end of Olivia’s bed when Charles entered their room. They looked up for a moment and then Orlando continued reading his book while Olivia went back to her drawing.


  “Your mother has been telling me about David,” said Charles.


  “Look, Orlando, do you think that’s good?” asked Olivia.


  Her twin gazed at the sheet of paper. “Very good, but the blood came out in thick blobs, not a thin stream.”


  “Bother! I’ll have to do it again.” She tore up the paper and fetched a fresh sheet from beside the bed.


  “Did you hear me?” Charles raised his voice as they continued to ignore him.


  “Livvy, it says in this book that when you start school you play in sandpits and draw pictures with crayons.”


  “We can do that now. I want to learn new things.”


  “Be quiet!” thundered Charles. “Do you realize that your cousin is having an operation on his head because of your stupidity today? What on earth possessed you to do such a daft thing?”


  “Use my red biro, Livvy. If you press hard on it the blobs come out easily.”


  Rage swept over Charles and he stopped forward to lift Orlando off the bed. Before he could reach him the twins looked up, their strange milky eyes fixing him to the spot, and he felt the hairs on the back of his neck prickle with fright.


  “I wish he’d go away,” remarked Olivia. “He’s not very nice and he’s making me angry.”


  Charles wanted to shout that they were making him angry as well. He wanted to pick them both up and bang their heads together, do anything at all to disrupt their terrifying denial of his existence, but he found that he couldn’t. The longer they stared at him the weaker he felt, until the room began to swim around him and he swayed on his feet.


  “I’ll talk to you later,” he threatened feebly. Olivia shrugged and turned away. “As for David,” he continued from the relative safety of the doorway, “I don’t suppose that he’ll ever want to play with you again.”


  The twins turned to each other as though he wasn’t there. “Poor David,” remarked Olivia. “He’ll never play with us again.”


  “He won’t miss us,” Orlando assured her. “He’s forgotten everything he ever knew. He’s just like a baby again.”


  “Then we don’t want him,” laughed Olivia. “We never play with babies.”


  They hadn’t been looking at him but Charles knew that this conversation was entirely for his benefit. He closed their bedroom door and wondered what he should do about them. Meg was right, they weren’t normal children, but if he supported his wife’s observations the twins’ background would be placed under a microscope and right now, with the memory of Brian Heath’s accusations fresh in his mind, he didn’t think that was a very good idea. Just the same he felt uneasy and spent the rest of the evening finishing off the bottle of whisky. It didn’t alter anything, but it did help him to forget.


  The next morning he asked Meg to let him know how David was as soon as she heard any news. He had never encouraged private calls to his office before and she wondered why this sudden concern for his nephew.


  Unable to make contact with her sister, Meg telephoned the hospital for news. The staff nurse said that David had spent a comfortable night and was still sleeping, which told her precisely nothing. She was wandering the house, absent-mindedly straightening ornaments and wondering what to do next, when the twins came running up to her.


  “Can we go to the park, Mummy?” begged Olivia.


  “Please, Mummy,” added Orlando. “It’s a nice day for the park.”


  It was probably the best thing possible, thought Meg to herself. Staying at home wasn’t going to help anyone. “All right. Do you want to take a ball?”


  “We’ll take Orlando’s boat,” said Olivia firmly. “We want to sail it on the pond.”


  “I thought you were bored with sailing boats?”


  “Not now. Today we’re unbored.”


  Smiling to herself, Meg watched them rush off to get ready. They were such strange children that it was difficult to remember they were her own flesh and blood. They were as much hers as if Charles had fathered them, but it never seemed like that. The social worker who had provided ante-natal counselling hadn’t mentioned that this might happen, yet from the moment they opened their peculiar eyes and began to look at the world around them she had felt that they were strangers. In her heart of hearts she considered them adopted. The Caesarean had added to this illusion since she didn’t have any memory of their birth.


  “Ready!” shouted a breathless Olivia, interrupting her mother’s reminiscences.


  “Good. We’ll walk as it’s such a lovely morning.”


  Normally the twins strongly objected to walking anywhere but today, amazingly, they set off without a murmur. The schools hadn’t yet broken up and they had the park to themselves. The few other pre-school children who were there were gathered round the swings and sandpit, none of them near the boating lake.


  Meg sat on one of the wooden benches and watched Orlando launch his boat. It was a toy yacht that Charles’ mother had given him for his last birthday and it was really too old for him, but today he was managing it quite well with the aid of a long stick left behind by another child.


  The twins began murmuring to each other and as the sun continued to beat down, Meg closed her eyes. She’d scarcely slept during the night, all her thoughts with David at the hospital, but now it was difficult to stay awake. She allowed herself to drift into a light doze, opening her eyes now and again to check that the twins were still safe. It wasn’t too much of a worry, they were unlikely to go off with anyone since they regarded most of the human race with either mild contempt or active dislike. No, the twins were safe enough.


  By the water’s edge they watched their mother carefully. They saw how her chin sank to her chest once or twice and then jerked upright again as she checked on them. Eventually, as they’d known she would, she fell deeply asleep. They looked carefully round the park.


  “He isn’t here,” whispered Olivia.


  “He’ll come.”


  Five minutes later a man stepped on to the small bridge on the opposite side of the water. He glanced at the children, taking in their snow-white hair and the transparent blue eyes with the light irises. For a moment or two he studied them, then he put his hands in his jacket pockets and waited.


  The twins moved towards him, hesitantly at first but then more confidently until they were running. Their eyes were wide with delight and they held their arms out in front of them ready to embrace this unknown man.


  Not until they were standing within six inches of him did he acknowledge their presence. They waited for him to speak, anxious for recognition. “Hello,” he said at last. “And what are your names?”


  They were so excited and keyed up that to their horror they found themselves unable to answer. The man crouched down in front of them. “Don’t worry,” he said softly. “I know them. You’re Olivia and Orlando.”


  The children nodded.


  “Do you know who I am?”


  It was Orlando who managed to speak first. “Daddy!” he whispered, and with one small fine-boned hand gently touched the stranger’s face.


  “That’s right. I’m your father.”


  The two silver-haired children and the stern-faced, grey-haired man remained together on the bridge as though locked in an invisible capsule that excluded the rest of the world.


  On the park bench Meg suddenly jerked awake and realized that the twins had left the lake. She felt a brief moment of fear before spotting them on the bridge talking to a strange man. Quickly she hurried across the sunbaked grass to collect them.


  As she approached, the man’s eyes flicked over her in quick appraisal. He saw a tall, thin, dark-haired woman in her mid-thirties with intelligent eyes and a mouth that hinted at a deeply sensual nature. Before she reached them he bent down and whispered in Orlando’s ear. The boy nodded, then stood up and faced his mother.


  “Time to go home,” called Meg. She gave a half-smile to the man whilst privately feeling that he ought to know better than to engage little children in conversation.


  “They’re quite safe,” he assured her in a beautifully modulated, slightly hypnotic voice.


  “I’m sure they are but they know they shouldn’t speak to strangers.”


  The children stared sullenly at her. She was spoiling something very special and they were cross.


  “Come on!” she repeated. Olivia backed into the man’s legs and stood there defiantly. Orlando reached up and took hold of the man’s cuff.


  “No!” he told her. “We won’t come.”


  Her heart sank. The twins were plainly going to be difficult, and for some reason she already felt uncomfortable in front of this man. The last thing she wanted was for him to witness one of their temper tantrums.


  She held out a hand. “It’s lunch-time, Olivia. We’ve got cold chicken and salad, your favorite.”


  “I don’t like chicken any more.”


  “Of course you do.”


  “She doesn’t,” said Orlando, “and nor do I.”


  “Then you’ll have to go hungry but we must get home now.”


  “No!” they shouted in unison, and the man watched with interest as Meg became more and more hot and flustered. Realizing that she could talk to them for the rest of the day and they wouldn’t co-operate she stepped forward and reached for Olivia. Her daughter immediately kicked out and her sandal buckle grazed the front of Meg’s shin, laddering her tights at the same time.


  All at once the man moved. He gently propelled both children to their mother’s side and bent down until his face was on a level with theirs. “Off you go,” he told them crisply. “I don’t like to see children behaving badly. It shows a high degree of ignorance.”


  I’m sure they’ll respond to that! thought Meg with amusement, but they did. With one last glance at the stranger they obediently trotted back to the pond, collected their boat and began walking to the park gates.


  “Thank you,” said Meg awkwardly.


  “My pleasure. They’re lovely children.”


  Which just showed how little he knew, thought Meg as she hurried them back home. But she was baffled by their behavior towards the stranger, and would certainly have told Charles about it if it hadn’t been for the news that Miles, her brother-in-law, brought that afternoon. She was so relieved to see him that at first she didn’t take in his pallor and trembling hands, but when he haltingly began to speak she knew that something was drastically wrong.


  “David’s still in a coma,” he told her, his normally laughing eyes clouded with disbelief. “The doctors say that even if he regains consciousness there’s a strong possibility he’ll be brain-damaged.”


  “No!”


  “Apparently the damage was done before they opened him up. I can’t understand why they took so long to operate but they just blind me with science when I ask questions.”


  “That means that Orlando …”


  Miles shook his head. “No, Meg, don’t ever think that. It was the blow on the edge of the sandpit that caused the damage. Orlando’s spade only made a little cut in the skin.”


  “It’s still Orlando’s fault. If he hadn’t hit David then …”


  “He’s only a child, there’s no way anyone could have anticipated this. You mustn’t blame him. It was an accident.”


  “Catriona?”


  “She’s taking it badly. Naturally she can’t be logical yet and she’s saying stupid things, but she’ll get over that, Meg. You’ll just have to be patient with her.”


  “I could kill Orlando!” Meg’s eyes sparked with fury.


  Miles put a hand on her arm. “Please, don’t talk like that. He’s only four years old. Do you know, when I look at David and remember how he was when I left him yesterday I can’t believe …” And finally Miles broke down and sobbed. He sat at Meg’s kitchen table, crying as though he’d never stop, while she gently stroked his hair and silently cursed her strange, antisocial twins who’d only wanted to experiment.
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