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            Chapter One
          
        

      

      
        
          The phone is ringing. In her sleep Kitty hears her own voice on the answering machine, husky, as her husband laughs at the
               serious tone of her message in the background. Then there is the beep, and another voice, a voice tinged with a panic that
               is familiar.
            

      

      'Kitty, it's Violet. I'm sorry to ring you in the middle of the night, but it's Mummy. Something's happened.'

      She sits up, scrabbles for the phone in the dark.

      'Violet?' she says.

      
        She packs methodically, already in a different place, distancing herself from her bedroom, the cartoonish skyline that she
               has loved from the moment she first saw it as a little girl. The city is sleeping, although it has the reputation of being
               one that never sleeps.
            

      

      She looks at her husband's broad back, every inch of which she cherishes.

      'Coffee,' he says as greeting, disappearing to their kitchen. She laughs. She has always been able to wake, her brain engaged
            from the moment she opens her eyes. He needs to be cajoled from sleep, with coffee and tendresse, something she has joked
            with his mother about. His mother maintains it's a Southern affliction, a by-product of sugary heat, dawns so hot they make
            the pavement steam.
         

      'The sleepy South', his mother calls it.

      
        They sit next to each other at the round walnut table. He drinks coffee and she drinks tea.

      

      'What time is it?' he says. 'I feel like we only just went to bed.'

      'It's four-thirty,' she answers. 'The flight's at seven.'

      'You're sure you don't want me to come? I can figure it out. I hate the thought of you being there on your own.'

      'I won't be on my own. The others are all there. I'll be fine. It's what I'm good at, remember? Good in a crisis, that's me.'
            She smiles at him.
         

      'I don't think crisis management suits you. You were made for calm. You're my little Buddha.' He cups her stomach gently.

      'At least her timing was good. Three months more and I couldn't have got on a plane if I'd wanted to.' She looks at her belly
            with rue. 'Poor baby. There she was minding her own business in New York, and now look. Let's hope it's character building,
            and I won't have scarred her for life before she's even out of the womb.'
         

      
        At Kennedy she turns to him.

      

      'Mark?' she says. 'About the baby . . . You don't think I'll damage her before she's even left the gate? I wanted it all to
            be so perfect.'
         

      He wraps her in his arms.

      'What's perfect, Kitty? Life is flawed. She has to meet her loopy relations sometime. Why not now? Life is full of imperfect,
            my old sweetheart. Just say the word and I'll park the car and get on that plane with you.'
         

      'I'll be fine. You can't take the time if we want a summer holiday,' she says, gathering herself.

      As he drives away she looks at him from the kerb like a child with big serious eyes, and he feels his heart lurch.

      She steadies herself, places her hand on her stomach as if for luck, and walks into the terminal, her overnight bag hanging
            from her arm like a charm.
         

    

  
      
         
         
         
            
            Her grandfather, Bestepapa, had hands that were true as butcher's blocks, and his voice was like the beginnings of a bonfire.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         'Will you be QUIET, small child?' he roared, his huge hand banging on the wooden table, a full stop to the meandering chat
            around him. 'A hen house; I live in a hen house! All of you women talk too much . . . peck, peck at my poor ears! Men do not
            like this endless feminine banter. Men like women with MYSTERY don't you know?'
         

         
         
         
         
         Starling chatter lulled, the chorus (Kitty's mother, aunts and grandmother) practised looking like enigmatic women with secrets,
            until someone, likely her Aunt Elsie, spoiled it by laughing.
         

         
         
         
         
         'Sexist,' Kitty muttered, her second favourite word. Since she turned eleven it had been replaced by 'alacrity'.

         
         
         
         
         Her mother and her younger sisters were considered to be spectacular beauties. Not just valley beautiful, but beautiful all
            the way to London. The telephone rang for them incessantly.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            'WHO is it? Which one do you want? Speak up, young man. How do you think I can bloody help you if I can't bloody hear you?'
               Bestepapa made a distinctly unhelpful face. 'Ah. You want Marina. Well, you'll have to call back, we're about to have dinner.' He finished with his antidote to lecherous pursuit:
               'She does have children, you know.'
            

            
            
         

         
         
         Kitty thought the routine was riotously funny. Her mother and her aunts did not.

         
         
         
         
         Her mother said, 'You know, Papa, you can't keep us here for ever.'

         
         
         
         
         'But I can try,' he answered. 'You're safe here.'

         
         
         
         
         One out-of-wedlock baby born to his eldest teenage daughter was quite enough for him. Kitty saw it in the grim set of his
            mouth as he hung up the phone.
         

         
         
         
         
         
            
            'Why is she crying now?' he asked her grandmother who was stroking her mother's shuddering back as Kitty watched from the
               hall.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         'She is sad, Harald,' Bestemama answered, always with Scandinavian simplicity.

         
         
         
         
         'Well, what does she have to be sad about, woman?! She is beautiful and she has this one, and the other two. . .' He motioned
            angrily in Kitty's direction. 'Give her a gin and tonic, and let's be done with the tears. Exhausting stuff, all of this crying.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Marina flashed him a look of sodden fury.

         
         
         
         
         'Come on, you,' he said to Kitty. 'I've had enough of this. Let's take Ibsen for a walk in the bluebell woods.'

         
         
         
         
         Ibsen was his mongrel, fast as a blade. His sleepy-eyed demeanour belied a sly murderous instinct. The farmer at the top of
            the lane crossed himself when he saw him.
         

         
         
         
         
         'Do I have to wear shoes, Bestepapa?' Kitty said.

         
         
         
         
         'No. It's good to harden up your feet for the summer.'

         
         
         
         
         He loped out of the front door, sighing as his hip gave a twinge of protest. Kitty skittled out after him like a shadow.

         
         
         
         
         'What are you reading at school?' he asked her. She was in the third-form reading group, though she was in the juniors.

         
         
         
         
            
            'Go Ask Alice,' Kitty said. 'It's about a teenage drug addict.'
            

            
            
         

         
         
         He grimaced.

         
         
         
         
         'No lovely Fitzgerald? No Steinbeck?'

         
         
         
         
         'I think they're trying to warn us against perilous ways,' she said, rolling her eyes to indicate that she thought perilous
            ways were beneath her.
         

         
         
         
         
         'I had an aunt who was a drug addict in Sweden. Well, actually a pair of aunts. Opium smokers the both of them, raddled their
            brains . . . Never understood it myself. I'd much rather have a lovely gin and tonic any day.'
         

         
         
         
         
         'So would I,' Kitty said.

         
         
         
         
         'That's the stuff.' He leaned on his stick, and they walked in warm silence up to the woods, Ibsen hungrily regarding the
            chickens, who gazed at him, their black eyes sharp like stones.
         

         
         
         
         
         
            
            Hay House was the very centre of Kitty's universe. She grew up with the fields in her eyes and the woods in her nose. Her
               mother said Hay was her Never Never Land, and why would she ever need somewhere else? A house with a mortgage, and a roof that might one day fall in? Kitty thought it sounded horrible, and understood her mother's
               choice to stay at Hay in their whitewashed cottage in the garden with the yellow roses that hugged the outside wall, falling
               asleep under a roof that was as sturdy as their Irish nanny, Nora.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         Kitty's brother and sister, Sam and Violet, were twins. They had a different father. Theirs was a magician called Barry. Kitty's
            was the husband of someone who wasn't her mother and his name was Mr Fitzgerald.
         

         
         
         
         
         She heard the grown-ups say her mother was his kept woman, which didn't make sense to Kitty, because he hadn't kept her. He
            paid for Kitty's school, and sent her vast amounts of pocket money which she never knew what to do with.
         

         
         
         
         
         Her mother called Mr Fitzgerald her 'one great big love'. Their affair began when she was very young but because he absolutely
            couldn't marry her (the contributing factor being Mrs Fitzgerald, a solid prenuptial agreement, and the iron grip of the Vatican
            on his conscience), he was perfectly happy when she gave birth to Kitty (Mrs Fitzgerald was unable to have babies) and because
            of having 'pots of money' (said in a whisper) he was perfectly happy to give her mother some of it.
         

         
         
         
         
         It was an arrangement that worked, at least for them. Kitty read Daddy Long Legs and thought it might be about her. She was
            compelled by shadowy, mysterious men; in particular, detectives.
         

         
         
         
         
         When she watched her favourite programme, Bergerac, on television, she couldn't decide whether she wanted him to be her father,
            or kiss her passionately, as they chased criminals together. It was what Bestepapa called 'a conflict of interest'.
         

         
         
         
         
         
            
            Nora came into Kitty's life when she was six months old, and her mother had banged the door shut on her affair with Mr Fitzgerald.
               Her mother said Nora saved her life at this time. She did not say how but Kitty knew it must be true, because Nora was the
               kindest person in the world and very tolerant. Her mother made Nora laugh mostly, but when she made her angry, by having 'FANCIES',
               such as, 'Nora, I think we should all go and live in the medina in Marrakech,' or, 'Nora let's give the children a firework
               party just because it's Monday, and they do hate Monday,' Nora went silent and pursed her lips and refused to leave her room.
               Her mother left flowers outside in the hall and made butterscotch Angel Delight to curry Nora's favour. In general this worked.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         When her mother ran off with Barry the magician and married him after three weeks, Nora was so angry she didn't address one
            single word to Marina for a whole month. Kitty knew this was torture, because Nora's silence was more powerful then any shouting,
            or the infinitely preferable quick sting of a smack. When she was spectacularly bad, within five minutes she wished she hadn't
            been, because to be put in Nora's Coventry for fifteen minutes was to sit in a cold damp room with no light. Kitty was very
            well behaved.
         

         
         
         
         
         Nora was tiny like Tinkerbell with steel-blue eyes and the softest earlobes you would ever touch. She was exceedingly good
            at crossword puzzles and even better as a secret keeper. Unlike her mother, who couldn't keep a secret to save her life, though
            she tried.
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty never saw Nora cry, not even when their dog Pelly died. She grew quiet instead. When they went to smart places, she
            wore pearls and a splash of Ma Griffe and navy-blue jumpers from Marks & Spencer with brown slip-on shoes. She said they were
            practical. Her mother sometimes called her 'the husband'. 'I don't know,' she said when someone asked her something. 'You'll
            have to ask the husband - she rules this roost.' Kitty sort of knew that this was true.
         

         
         
         
         
         Sam and Violet were seven years younger than Kitty, who didn't count them in the grand scheme of things, because she thought
            them babyish and beneath her, in the way that older children do.
         

         
         
         
         
         Her mother met Barry the magician on a rainy day at Kitty's friend Bella's sixth birthday party in Shropshire. She was married
            to him for one year. He had brown velvet eyes, a thirst for whisky, and was always broke. His final trick was to leave her
            mother with a great bellyful of twins. When Sam and Violet were born, he joined the circus and Kitty's mother said she couldn't
            cope with his 'wandering ways'. In the end, he went off with a woman lion tamer named Lou with strong-woman thighs. Her mother
            snorted whenever Lou or her thighs were mentioned.
         

         
         
         
         
         Sam and Violet's childhood was from a Victorian children's book. They went to nursery and finger-painted and sang, appearing
            neatly before supper in the big house, scrubbed and sweet, their round faces a canvas for the shower of kisses poured forth
            by the grown-ups. Kitty was allowed to have supper at the big table, and they ate in the playroom. Bestepapa thought babies
            and small children were tiresome, and complained often that girl babies shrieked like fishwives. He said, 'They're all right
            in small measures, but definitely small.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Bestepapa adored Nora, and was the only person that dared to question her on salacious matters; the rest of them feared her
            wrath too much.
         

         
         
         
         
         'Have you had lovers, Nora?' he asked one night, slurping his oxtail stew with marathon gulps.

         
         
         
         
         Everyone held their breath waiting for the tight-lipped-Nora rage that was bound to follow.

         
         
         
         
         Nora smiled a slow, secret smile.

         
         
         
         
         'Ooh yes, Mr Larsen, of course I have.'

         
         
         
         
         This was news to Kitty. She imagined Nora a sacred vessel that none had sailed in. She envisaged an anonymous manly hand,
            creeping swarthily through Nora's steely curls. It made her feel anxious.
         

         
         
         
         
         'And how many lovers have you had?' Bestepapa's eyes, bright and Arctic-blue, beamed into her.

         
         
         
         
         Bestemama started to cough, and asked whether anyone thought it was hot.

         
         
         
         
         Nora fanned her hand airily.

         
         
         
         
         'I'm never hot, Mrs Larsen. Going back to your question, Mr Larsen, which is obviously not one for small company, I'd say
            yes. Then I'd tell you to mind your own beeswax. All right?'
         

         
         
         
         
         Bestepapa roared with laughter.

         
         
         
         
         'Good show,' he said. 'Good show.'

         
         
         
         
         Nora smiled again; her foreign, girlish smile and Kitty was plagued by thoughts of her in amorous clinches with every man
            in the village.
         

         
         
         
         
         Before she went to bed Kitty was allowed to watch half an hour of television with Nora in her little sitting room. Nora was
            the programme dictator. She liked videos from the National Geographic and things about history. Kitty thought Nora was the
            cleverest person she knew.
         

         
         
         
         
         'Nora?' Nora had painted her nails maroon, and Kitty knew this was new evidence of her femme fatale status.

         
         
         
         
         'Yes, Kitty?'

         
         
         
         
         'You're not planning to run away, are you?'

         
         
         
         
         'Oh, no imminent plans. I'll tell you when I am. If Sam and Violet give more trouble like they did tonight over bedtime, I
            may.'
         

         
         
         
         
         'No, but you're not going to run off with Gareth Jackson from the farm, are you? Because I think he likes you. When he talks
            to you he goes bright red like a big fat sunburnt bum.'
         

         
         
         
         
         'Is that what you think?' Nora's eyes twinkled.

         
         
         
         
         Kitty nodded.

         
         
         
         
         'No. I'm going to stay and look after you lot till you're big, if you haven't sent me to an early grave.'

         
         
         
         
         She smiled, and wiping the frown from Kitty's forehead with a finger, said, 'Oh you've got your mother's imagination, that's
            for sure.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty loved being told she had the traits of her mother, even if they were small.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            Her mother was a beauty, a painter, and a weeper. She lived with alacrity. She spent her life being photographed by many exotic-sounding
               people, and people bought her paintings for amounts of money that Kitty could not comprehend. She wept about five times a
               week, though not quite as much in the summer. If Ibsen got at the chickens or she saw a starving child on the news, she was
               prone for days, and Bestemama went to great lengthsto hide the newspaper from her in the morning. After an outburst of weeping,
               Bestemama made Marina rest in a darkened room, and then she took her for a long walk in the woods, just the two of them. She
               called her tender-hearted.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         When she was on her best form, Marina was Kitty's most favourite thing. At school they were asked to write a list of their
            favourite things, and hers was all about her mother. Her mother loved to laugh as much as she loved to cry. She took her on
            outings to antique-clothes shops, where they tried on tea-stained wedding dresses and tiaras. In the garden they had a christening
            for Kitty's doll, Jumble Sale, where her mother was the vicar, baptising Jumble Sale in the bird bath, and Nora was the godmother,
            even though she was an atheist.
         

         
         
         
         
         On Sundays, if it was warm, her mother took her for picnics on the hill by Hay House, a hill that looked out to for ever.
            When she smiled at her, Kitty felt like she was the only person in the entire world, because her mother's smile covered her
            from head to toe. Marina's smile reached past her eyes way up into her golden crown of hair. Everyone said she should have
            been a film star.
         

         
         
         
         
         In the summer they lay in the garden with lemon juice on their hair to bleach it blonder. She showed Kitty the exact tree
            in the bluebell woods where Richard McDonald the doctor's son had pressed her up into the bark and kissed her when she was
            twelve.
         

         
         
         
         
         She taught her, over miniature cups of coffee, thick with milk and sugar, how to do the twist in her studio. Her studio was
            at the edge of the orchard, and it was yet another facet of Hay House's magic, filled with silk butterflies and orchids, old
            love letters, and postcards from people who knew her so well they didn't sign their names. To be invited in was a treat, to
            be drenched in a world that reeked of her mystery. Kitty got the same feeling she had at church when they went at Easter or
            Christmas. Sometimes when her mother was up in London, Kitty stole in like a ghost, breathing in the air so still and full
            of her.
         

         
         
         
         
         
            
            Bestepapa bought Hay House from a farmer in the fifties for £500. Then it was a simple Georgian farmhouse, but over the years
               he and Morris, his oldest friend and gardener, had added to it with higgledy-piggledy ambition, so it resembled a doll's house
               that had been placed as an afterthought by a giant amongst long outbuildings and crazed half-finished pathways and mazes.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         The house was surrounded by ancient orchards whose sturdy trees were made for climbing. There was an aviary in the main garden,
            home to a rainbow of sherbet-coloured canaries who keened lovingly when Bestepapa came to shut them up at dusk.
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty's school was a sixteen-minute walk down the lane, a walk that she loved most in the winter where, still bathed in the
            porridgy half-light of morning, she walked feeling that she was the first to see the world as it was just shaking awake. Stepping
            firmly on the frost, in her red winter boots, she was the first to hear the longing whistle of the train as it flew over the
            bridge, the first to hear the neighbour's car splutter alive in protest at the cold, Classic FM sending her on her crackling
            way.
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty liked school. Her mother and her aunts were legend in the village and some of this stardust by association rubbed its
            coppery sheen on her, even though she had glasses, and unlike her mother she could not play netball, or, like Ingrid and Elsie,
            win a prize for the high jump. She did have her mother's eyes, silvery grey, and a fortune teller at the village fete once
            told Kitty they would get her in trouble. She hoped so. She felt a pretender to the family glamour, even when girls from the
            fifth form showed her a picture in Vogue, her mother gazing soulfully out of its pages, her sadness palpable perhaps only
            to her oldest child.
         

         
         
         
         
         Her illegitimacy too, was a badge of separation, though not one that she could divine. The absence of her father, given his
            marital status, was not something that she questioned - she had Bestepapa and Bergerac. The girls at school found it ceaselessly
            fascinating, so Kitty answered their questions with studied affront, because she realised early on that it was considered
            a social hindrance to have an unmarried mother. She manufactured hysteria when Katrina Donnelly called her a bastard after
            fouling her in netball as the other girls stared on in mawkish sympathy waiting for her tears.
         

         
         
         
         
         When her mother wasn't prone, painting, or in London, she waited for Kitty by the gate after school. She wore vintage thirties
            chiffon dresses, her long pale legs and knickers whispers through the fabric. Her short scarlet nails and gypsy hoops cemented
            her fate: she was a magnet for the pursed lips and scorching eyes of other mothers and the slavish open-mouthed worship of
            their daughters.
         

         
         
         
         
         
            
            If her mother was up in London Elsie and Ingrid would dress Kitty up and smuggle her into the pub. They had done this since
               she was small and they barely qualified for pub drinking themselves. Elsie was seventeen to Kitty's eleven, Ingrid eighteen.
               Her mother was twenty-seven.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         Walking down the lane holding her hands, they told her who they fancied. In the dark their blonde hair glinted and swirled
            behind them like mist. They shared a B & H, but Ingrid got angry with Elsie and said that she was disgusting because she always
            'bum-sucked' cigarettes.
         

         
         
         
         
         'Who do you fancy, Kitten?'

         
         
         
         
         'Don't be stupid,' she said gloomily. 'I go to school with girls.'

         
         
         
         
         'What about that heavenly boy with acne in the chemist's . . . I know you love him.' Elsie dug her in the ribs.

         
         
         
         
         'Shut up,' Kitty said. Her neck was hot in the dark.

         
         
         
         
         She liked the fuggy pub. They made steak sandwiches and crispy chips, and she was allowed Appletise in the bottle with a straw.

         
         
         
         
         'Stop,' Kitty said. 'One moment. I have a pain in my ovaries. A serious pain. I think I have to go back to the house, and
            get one of my sanitary towels.'
         

         
         
         
         
         'Not this again,' Ingrid said. 'Kitty, you do not have your period, OK? Just stop it. You probably won't get it for another
            two years. You're completely flat-chested. Why do you want it so badly? It's really strange. When you get it you'll be sorry:
            it's not fun.'
         

         
         
         
         
         'I think I have it, I do. I can feel things moving inside me, and I have a cramp.'

         
         
         
         
         'We're going to ignore you if you carry on. It's called the curse not the blessing. I'll bet you your pocket money it's not.
            Are you willing to take a bet?'
         

         
         
         
         
         'No,' Kitty said.

         
         
         
         
         'Would you like to go to another school? Boarding school, like we did?' Elsie asked.

         
         
         
         
         'Don't think so. Maybe, if there were boys.'

         
         
         
         
         
            
            * * *

            
            
         

         
         
         
            
            Boarding school was a topic of tired discussion at Hay House. Kitty had wriggled out of it for years. The others had all gone
               from eight to sixteen. Kitty knew secretly that one of the reasons her mother wanted her to go was so she could go up to London
               and not feel guilty. If she was away at school, she wouldn't be there to stare at her mother with accusing eyes when she came
               back the next day from a Party.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         Her mother sat huddled in the sitting room with Elsie and Ingrid, their hushed voices and squawks of laughter wafting under
            the door as Kitty eavesdropped.
         

         
         
         
         
         'God, I want to move to New York,' her mother said. 'What can I do here? There's nothing to do, I'll be stuck here for ever
            with you and the bloody chickens.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty ran into the room, scandalised.

         
         
         
         
         'There's me!' she shouted. 'I'm here! Don't forget me! And there's everything to do, the walks and the woods and the canaries
            and the mornings . . .' She realised that she couldn't think of anything else and began to cry.
         

         
         
         
         
         Marina pulled her into a familiar softness that smelled of Mitsouko and Marlboro Reds.

         
         
         
         
         'Hush, hush, sweet girl, I would never leave you anywhere. Come and sit on my lap. I was just talking . . . being a silly
            chatty mummy . . . Whilst I realise that Hay is joy for you, my little bird, sometimes I get a bit bored here.'
         

         
         
         
         
         'It should be INSPIRING to you, you're a painter. No one else is bored, just you.'

         
         
         
         
         'I am,' Elsie said.

         
         
         
         
         'I want to move to Paris,' Ingrid said.

         
         
         
         
         'Well, I don't understand you - I think you're all horrible and disloyal to the lovely place where you were born!'

         
         
         
         
         They laughed and fluttered about Kitty, plastering scented kisses on her head, their soft hands pulling her this way and that,
            until, sated with love and ravenous, she ran to the kitchen to pester Bestepapa for one of his bacon and marmalade sandwiches,
            feeling that things were restored to their rightful order.
         

         
         
         
         
         
            
            Kitty always measured the passing of time by the calendar of her birthday, which fell, inevitably, like a spent plum, during
               the first week of the autumn term. The Larsens were big on birthdays, and from the moment she woke, Kitty was treated like
               a queen. Her mother brought her breakfast in bed, and she had been there for each and every birthday of Kitty's small life.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         It was the one day of the year Kitty was officially allowed coffee, and it arrived in a great oversized cup, so sweet it made
            her grimace, then smile, and her mother sat on her bed and told her, each year, the story of the day she was born. Kitty loved
            the story of her beginning; it reminded of her of Bestepapa's Viking stories:
         

         
         
         
         
         My waters broke at three in the morning. I had been ready for your arrival for weeks, and my suitcase sat at the end of my
            bed neatly packed, so nothing halted my trip to the hospital. I knocked on Bestepapa and Bestemarna's door, with a navy-blue
            pea coat on top of my nightie, and I said, 'The baby's coming.' Bes-tepapa leapt out of bed, and he was as agitated as I was
            calm. Bestemama kissed my stomach for luck (she had to stay to look after Elsie and Ingrid) and we said goodbye.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            When we walked outside, everything seemed electric. The moon lit up the garden so we could follow the path to the car. It
               was an Indian summer that year, and everything was still in bloom, and I remember thinking that the roses had never looked
               more voluptuous, or smelled quite as beautiful. The night was so thick and alive with magic it was tangible. As we were getting into the car, the canaries, in the silence of the garden, sang out, as though they were heralding the beginning
               of your journey, and wishing us well.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         We drove to Oxford, Bestepapa and I, listening to Duke Ellington and eating boiled sweets. Just before we got there my contractions
            became closer and closer together, so sharp they took my breath away.
         

         
         
         
         
         Bestepapa had smuggled a bottle of champagne into the waiting room, and he paced there for seven hours, as I screamed and
            pushed, pushed and screamed and the world was nothing but you and me, and this extraordinary, other-worldly pain, but it kept
            reminding me how alive I was, how very much I wanted you, and I called out for Bestemama as you were pulled out by forceps
            that looked like medieval instruments of torture. You screamed, outraged that you were in this cold place of strip-lights
            and intrusion. They placed you in my arms. You had barely any hair, and because of the forceps, your little nose was squashed
            to one side of your face, as though you had been in a boxing match. But when I looked at you, I had never seen such perfection,
            or felt such an all-consuming love. I was on fire with love for you.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            The doctor went into the hall to tell Bestepapa that you were born and he shouted and hooted so much they had sternly to tell
               him to shut up. He came in and he held you in his huge hands like you were a baby butterfly, crying big salty tears that fell
               on your face. You seemed undisturbed by all of the commotion, and Bestepapa declared you, in a choking voice, 'A GOOD EGG.'
            

            
            
         

         
         
         Her mother cleared her throat.

         
         
         
         
         'Well, birthday girl.' She stroked Kitty's hair back from her eyes. 'You know the rest.'

         
         
         
         
         Having feasted on the rich tale of her existence, Kitty got ready for the spare banality of school. Ingrid and Elsie took
            her shopping in the afternoon, and there was a big birthday supper, whose menu she was allowed to dictate, like a miniature
            gourmand with an eye for excess.
         

         
         
         
         
         
            
            Her mother came back from one of her London trips flushed and dizzy. Kitty presumed she had met a man and took up her watchpost
               outside the sitting room.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         'Who is he?' asked Ingrid.

         
         
         
         
         'It's God. I've found God,' Marina said serenely.

         
         
         
         
         There was silence as her sisters waited for the punchline.

         
         
         
         
         'I always felt like something was missing. I've ached my entire life; except when I was pregnant.'

         
         
         
         
         This was news to Kitty. She wondered if a lifelong ache was like the flu. It sounded painful.

         
         
         
         
         'But I've found God and now I feel whole.'

         
         
         
         
         Elsie's giggle broke the spell.

         
         
         
         
         'That's classic! Woohoo, God! . . . You are joking?' she asked nervously.

         
         
         
         
         Kitty heard a match being struck, the measured drag of a cigarette.

         
         
         
         
         'No, Lillian Rhodes invited me to what I thought was a yoga class, this teacher they've all been banging on about, and I went
            in exercise clothes to this house in Victoria, and I was sort of dreading it, and I was meant to meet Lola and the Baron for
            dinner after at La Farniglia. When I walked in, incense was burning and there was a circle of people sitting at the feet of
            this, this, being. Everyone looked so happy and full of love. No one was judging anyone . . . I sat down and HE looked at
            me, a look of utter compassion. I felt like a boulder rolled aside and my heart opened when I sat at the Guru's feet and received
            his blessing. I can't really explain it, except to say I felt like I had come home.'
         

         
         
         
         
         'Fantastic. Far out. So you're in love with a guru, very sixties of you, Marina,' yawned Ingrid. 'How was Peter's party? Has
            the Baron said anything about me?'
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty could tell from the silence that her mother was giving them a withering look. She bit her thumbnail.

         
         
         
         
         'Marina, can you get us tickets for the Rolling Stones?'

         
         
         
         
         They were dismissing this as one of her mother's whims.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            But now Marina had purpose, and carried herself as though she contained the secret of bliss. Kitty found it all infuriating.
               Her new mother didn't swear and smiled beatifically whenever Kitty misbehaved. Her new mother got up early and sat crossed-legged
               in the dining room deep in prayer.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         'Can you try to be quiet? I'm meditating,' she said with the smile that Kitty was certain she'd copied from the photograph
            of Mother Teresa that was stuck on her bathroom mirror.
         

         
         
         
         
         'Well, WE are trying to make breakfast,' Besternama said tolerantly.

         
         
         
         
         'Bugger off, Buddha!' was Bestepapa's response.

         
         
         
         
         Now Marina did not cry, as she'd done before, she looked at her family as though she pitied their souls, hoping for their
            liberation.
         

         
         
         
         
         'Bloody Maggie T,' Nora said, watching the news. 'Who does she think she is?'

         
         
         
         
         'I'm sure she's filled with God's love, Nora, like the rest of us,' Marina said, blissfully smoking a cheroot.

         
         
         
         
         'I'll show you God's love, woman. That smile you're wearing is giving me the heebie-jeebies,' Kitty heard Nora mutter under
            her breath as she flew out of the room to put the eggs on for tea.
         

         
         
         
         
         Marina bowed her head.

         
         
         
         
         The thin end of the wedge was at six o'clock, Bestepapa's sacred gin and tonic hour, where nightly he hummed tunelessly to
            Beethoven's Seventh, and imbibed like a bootlegger. Kitty sat next to him and did her homework and he let her have one sip
            of his drink, a big one.
         

         
         
         
         
         They were just settling into their ritual when across the Beethoven came the mystical throb of a sitar followed by a mournful
            wail from her mother. Kitty thought that maybe she was crying, and became heartened.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            'Come with me.' Bestepapa gave Kitty a look that promised trouble. A recklessness came over her and itched like a rash. They crept up the stairs along the hall which reeked of incense, stopping
               in Ingrid and Elsie's bathroom and applying orange lipstick to the spot between their eyes. Bestepapa looked deranged, and
               Kitty gasped with pleasure at his theatrical touch.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         'You're brilliant!' she said.

         
         
         
         
         'Shush.' He winked, holding his finger to his lips.

         
         
         
         
         Opening the study door, Bestepapa sprang in whirling like a dervish as she tried to keep up, doing an impromptu belly dance,
            rolling her white tummy in and out with the music. They clapped their palms together in a spontaneous Hindu high five.
         

         
         
         
         
         Her mother opened one eye and glared at them.

         
         
         
         
         'It's fine,' she said. 'Laugh at me. It's your dharma. Though frankly, Kitty, I expect more of you. I thought you were interested
            in other cultures, but it would seem that's not the case.'
         

         
         
         
         
         'It was just a joke.'

         
         
         
         
         Kitty began to feel unsure, but Bestepapa gave another giant hip roll, and she laughed out loud at his defiance, leaving her
            mother to sweep out, without deigning to acknowledge them, the religious philistines.
         

         
         
         
         
         Bestemama was up within minutes.

         
         
         
         
         'Honestly, Harald,' she said. 'You of all people should be pleased Marina's found something that makes her happy, and encouraging
            Kitty to join you in mocking her is unforgivable. It demoralises her.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Bestepapa tried his hardest to look contrite.

         
         
         
         
         Bestemama stumped downstairs, each footfall a stamp of disgrace, and once he was sure she was gone, Bestepapa held his hands
            to his heart coyly and whispered, 'OMmmmm,' releasing a giant fart that sounded like a duck quacking.
         

         
         
         
         
         'That showed her what we think of mumbo jumbo gumbo.'

         
         
         
         
         Kitty promptly fell on the floor, convulsed with laughter, blue spectacles steamed up from her exertions.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            Unlike her mother's other phases - astrology, the fit-for-life diet, runes and knitting - which waned and flickered like the
               rain in May, this one had staying power. Every evening her mother drove to London for 'Satsang with Swami-ji'. She said that
               the Guru normally lived in Pennsylvania but was on a 'tour of compassion' in London. Kitty conjured up the Guru healing the
               sick, on a tour bus wearing a conductor's hat and a navy-blue dress.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         She wondered what exactly her mother did with Swami-ji, and her head spun with the limited tabloid knowledge she had of Rajneesh
            and his Rolls-Royces, the jolly round Maharishi with the Beatles. She lay awake long into the night, and she felt jealous
            of her mother's newfound happiness. Nothing was certain any more. Her mother ate greying macrobiotic food that she bought
            at Holland &Barrett up in London, and spurned Bestemama's meatballs.
         

         
         
         
         
         'Her favourite since childhood!' said Bestepapa, his voice rising with indignation.

         
         
         
         
         Sam and Violet rejected Marina's efforts to teach them Hindi chants in the bath.

         
         
         
         
         'Humpty Dumpty!' they shouted, drenching her with soapy water.

         
         
         
         
         Elsie and Ingrid were equally glum about the whole thing, and they lay with Kitty in the sitting room, waiting for Marina
            to come home, like the long-suffering wives of a prophet. They chain-smoked menthols, because they thought they were sophisticated
            and, if feeling particularly laconic, let Kitty have a hasty baby puff. They watched Doc& Who, which gave Kitty nightmares;
            she dreamed of her mother riding a Dalek in a crimson sari, evil grinning monkeys perched beside her.
         

         
         
         
         
         Although she was calm like the desert, Marina, who Kitty felt was only half hers to begin with, seemed to be slipping quietly
            away. Since she was small, Kitty had suspected that her mother was really a changeling who had been left in the garden one
            night by a bearded witch who stole her from the fairies and hid her for safekeeping at Hay House. She knew the crone would
            return one bad day to claim her. That day seemed to have arrived. But instead of the twisted thorny figure of Kitty's nightmares,
            her mother's spiriter was a man, a reedy Indian man in his fifties, with kind eyes and feet like wrinkled walnut shells.
         

         
         
         
         
         In the photographs her mother had peppered around her bedroom Swami-ji looked benevolent, but Kitty knew it was all an act.
            She did some detective work to catch him in his sorcery before it was too late.
         

         
         
         
         
         'Mummy, has the Swami bloke ever said something secret to you, and told you not to tell anyone else, no matter who?' She tried
            to say this casually, as they walked up the lane.
         

         
         
         
         
         'You are intuitive, Kitty,' her mother said. 'It's SWAMI-JI. "Bloke" is disrespectful. Yes, my mantra. This is a special thing
            you say over and over again when you meditate. Each devotee of Swami-ji has a mantra that belongs just to them.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty's stomach started somersaulting but she tried to look calm.

         
         
         
         
         'Are you allowed to tell me your mantra?'

         
         
         
         
         'No,' her mother said smiling. 'One day when you meet him, Swami-ji will give you your very own.'

         
         
         
         
         'Please tell me. I swear on my life I won't tell anyone,' Kitty said, wheedling. She knew that if her mother told her the
            spell would be broken.
         

         
         
         
         
         'No. I can't.' Marina was final. 'Now stop it, please.'

         
         
         
         
         'Please tell me, PLEEEAASSE you;'re the best mother in the world . . .' Kitty smiled and shook her arm.

         
         
         
         
         'No. Why am I not allowed to have anything of my own, just one thing? I don't have to share everything.'

         
         
         
         
         Kitty didn't understand her, and it made her angry.

         
         
         
         
         'I think the Swami man - ji, is . . .' She searched for the word, and then shouted it: 'SHIT.'

         
         
         
         
         The word hung pleasurably in the empty lane. Her mother was silent, and for the first time since her spiritual awakening,
            she looked angry. This gave Kitty a small fleeting pinch of victory. She did think Swami-ji was shit; he was making her life
            unbearable. The truth was out.
         

         
         
         
         
         Her mother grabbed her arm tightly.

         
         
         
         
         'What has Bestepapa been saying to you?' she asked in a voice like tar.

         
         
         
         
         Kitty wriggled away and glared at her.

         
         
         
         
         'I can think someone's shit on my own and I can walk home on my own,' she said, running up the hill towards Hay House.

         
         
         
         
         She left her mother standing frozen, like Lot's wife in scripture class.

         
         
         
         
         Her mother stayed in her studio for two days. She appeared briefly to take Sam and Violet to nursery, and to kiss them goodnight
            after their bath. Kitty decided that maybe they were quite fun after all, and sat on the bathroom floor and watched as Nora
            sponged their funny little twiglet arms and legs.
         

         
         
         
         
         When her mother saw her, she said hello politely as though Kitty were an acquaintance at a cocktail party. Kitty longed to
            say sorry, but her mother was a fortress whose walls she could not penetrate. Instead Kitty smiled at her extra hard, so she
            would know. Her cheeks hurt with the effort.
         

         
         
         
         
         Nora passed Kitty a Quality Street, a caramel, her favourite.

         
         
         
         
         'You can pick the programme,' she said. 'I think Grease is on Channel 4.'

         
         
         
         
         'Nora, can I ask you something?'

         
         
         
         
         'What is it, Pest?'

         
         
         
         
         'I know I'm big, but can I sleep in your bed?'

         
         
         
         
         
            
            Nora radiated heat from her flannel nightdress, and Kitty pressed her feet against her soft shins. Nora fell asleep tickling
               her arm, and Kitty marvelled for the umpteenth time how the small form of Nora was capable of producing such industrial noise
               in sleep. She whistled and gnashed her teeth; she fought unseen sleep burglars with her small fists. Finally she stilled and
               emitted deep rumbling contented snores.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         'Sleeping with you is like sleeping with a washing machine,' Kitty whispered happily.

         
         
         
         
         Nora gave a warm snore in response.

         
         
         
         
         When Kitty was sure Nora was fully steeped in sleep, she slipped into Marina's bedroom and wedged herself in amongst her pillows,
            awkwardly trying to fit her body in the imprint of her mother's. Swami-ji stared at Kitty accusingly from the bedside tables.
            'I'm sorry,' she said to him firmly, 'but she's my mother. Not yours.' She crossed her fingers superstitiously, and turned
            all of his pictures face down.
         

         
         
         
         
         
            
            'Won't you come to London with me, Mama, to meet him?' Marina asked. 'Please, I think it could change your life.'

            
            
         

         
         
         Kitty saw Bestemama shake her head.

         
         
         
         
         'What makes you think my life needs to be changed, Marina? Answer me that. I'm happy.'

         
         
         
         
         'How do you know?' her mother said. 'How can you know anything until you've tried it?'

         
         
         
         
         'I just know, Marina,' Bestemama said with a stark sigh.

         
         
         
         
         When her mother asked her to meditate with her in the studio, Kitty was thrilled. They sat cross-legged on the floor in the
            dark, and they shut their eyes.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            'Clear your mind of all wandering thoughts,' her mother whispered, her voice sounding like the lady vicar's from Songs of
               Praise. 'Be still and allow the grace of God and the Guru to wash over you like water.'
            

            
            
         

         
         
         Kitty tried. Every time she was nearly still a thought would pop into her head and flood it with disturbance.

         
         
         
         
         'What's for supper?' her head said. 'Be quiet,' Kitty told it silently. 'Katrina Donnelly has ginger hair, which means her
            pubes must match, and Miss Jackson is a lesbian,' her head answered. It was exhausting. She tried to think pure thoughts.
            Instead her head swam with images of buxom page-three girls. Kitty was hungry. She knew they had been there for hours. Her
            bottom hurt. She opened one eye. Her mother sat glowing like a pearl in the dark.
         

         
         
         
         
         'Mummy?' she said in a hushed voice.

         
         
         
         
         Marina looked like a statue. She didn't answer.

         
         
         
         
         'Mummy?' Kitty felt frightened. Maybe she'd fallen into a religious coma.

         
         
         
         
         She poked her in the arm. After she'd poked for three minutes her mother said, 'What is it, darling?' She looked at Kitty
            in confusion, her silver eyes glazed.
         

         
         
         
         
         'I think we've been here for HOURS. We've missed supper, what will I eat? I think it's definitely past my bedtime.' Her mother
            looked down at her watch, a Patek Philippe, a present from Mr Fitzgerald.
         

         
         
         
         
         'Kitty, we've been here for ten minutes. Why don't you go to the big house and I'll see you down there in a few hours.' She
            said this kindly.
         

         
         
         
         
         'Do you know what?' Kitty told the canaries in the garden. 'Soon I will be able to meditate for two whole hours.'

         
         
         
         
         'Who are you talking to, Kit?' Elsie came out of the laundry room.

         
         
         
         
         'To the canaries. I think they're listening.'

         
         
         
         
         'Lord, you're odd,' Elsie said.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            To Kitty Saturday mornings meant chocolate croissants with strawberry jam which she wasn't allowed during the week because,
               according to Bestemarna, 'Flour cements the bowels.'
            

            
            
         

         
         
         She was savouring her croissant with great oozing pleasure when her mother walked in, dangling her car keys.

         
         
         
         
         'I'll be back in a minute,' Marina said, not addressing anyone in particular. 'I'm going to pick up a friend from the train
            station.'
         

         
         
         
         
            
            'Who, darling?' asked Bestemama, hiding the Telegraph on her lap.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         'Just a friend from London.' She sailed out, her chiffon billowing behind her like a flag.

         
         
         
         
         'Will you bring me some rhubarb and custards?' Kitty shouted after her.

         
         
         
         
         Nora took Violet and Sam up to the farm to feed the chickens, so Bestepapa could have his 'hour of peace'. He smoked his pipe,
            looking fondly at a picture of Nelson Mandela in the paper.
         

         
         
         
         
         'Brave fellow, that one. Don't know about the wife though. Seems a bit suspicious if you ask me.'

         
         
         
         
            
            'We weren't,' said Ingrid, glancing up from the Tatler. 'Mama, do you think I'd make a good marchioness? The Marquess of Blandford is looking for a wife.'
            

            
            
         

         
         
         'No marriage yet, please,' Bestemama said. 'You need to concentrate on your career.'

         
         
         
         
         'Hear hear,' said Bestepapa. 'What do you want a mar-quess for anyway? Find a man who is good with his hands like Morris.'

         
         
         
         
         Elsie snorted.

         
         
         
         
         'Maybe it's Mr Fitzgerald that's coming from London,' Kitty said, wiggling in her chair.

         
         
         
         
         Elsie snorted again.

         
         
         
         
         'Don't hold your breath,' she said.

         
         
         
         
         Forty minutes later, they heard her mother's car crunching on the gravel, followed by footsteps on the garden path. The front
            door opened.
         

         
         
         
         
         'Did you bring me my sweets?' Kitty called.

         
         
         
         
         'No,' her mother said. 'But Shanti bought you all some prasad to eat.'

         
         
         
         
         Lurching behind Marina was a lumbering pink woman in a gold sari with violently yellow hair. In one hand she held a tambourine.
            The woman wore anklets on her surprisingly small feet, that swung with little bells as she walked, announcing the arrival
            of a much more delicate sort of a person than she was. She carried a lumpy bag made from hemp, and Kitty realised that if
            'prasad' came from that bag, she probably didn't want to eat it.
         

         
         
         
         
         'Namaste,' Shanti said, hands folded reverently, her body wobbling, a great pink trifle. She hit the tambourine for emphasis.

         
         
         
         
         Bestepapa looked confused, Bestemama furious and Elsie spat out a mouthful of crunchy nut cornflakes, which hit Ingrid's arm.

         
         
         
         
         'Yuck,' Ingrid said. And it was unclear to which particular thing she was referring. Shanti seemed unperturbed by the reaction
            her appearance had provoked.
         

         
         
         
         
         'I am the director of Swami-ji's spiritual centre in London. I think you know that we have become a big part of Lakshmi's
            life - oh sorry! You will all still know her as Marina, more on that later - a big part of Marina's life, and she ours. We
            thought that you might perhaps be . . .' She searched for a word. 'RESISTANT to the idea of us. Lakshmi speaks so highly of
            you all, and wanted me to visit with you so I could . . . explain our philosophy, and I thought if Mohammed can't come to
            the mountain . . .'
         

         
         
         
         
         'The mountain will come to Mohammed!' Marina finished the sentence, and clapped her hands like a four-year-old.

         
         
         
         
         'Lakshmi wants me to give you the chance of spiritual redemption.' Shanti winked.

         
         
         
         
         'Who's this Lakshmi type she keeps talking about?' Bestepapa whispered to Kitty.

         
         
         
         
         'I think she means Mummy, but I'm not sure,' she hissed back through her teeth.

         
         
         
         
         'Would your guest like a cup of tea, Marina?' Bestema-ma asked stiffly, unable, it seemed, to address the hulking stranger
            in gold.
         

         
         
         
         
         'Not to bother,' Shanti chuckled. 'I bring my own; goat's milk is still hard to come by in most households . . . Fresh chai.
            Would you like to try some?' She pulled out a thermos from the lumpy bag and sat down, uninvited, next to Bestepapa, who edged
            away from her as though she carried a virulent strain of disease. Marina sat next to Kitty and patted her. She sat very quietly
            so she wouldn't be asked to leave.
         

         
         
         
         
         'Would you like to take the stage, Lakshmi, or should I?' Shanti asked her mother in a confidential voice.

         
         
         
         
         'I think I can start.'

         
         
         
         
         Shanti gave her what was obviously a Sanskrit thumbs-UP.

         
         
         
         
         Her mother took a deep breath.

         
         
         
         
         'I've made a lot of decisions recently, life-altering decisions, which have not been easy. I have prayed a lot, and sought
            the guidance of elders from my spiritual community.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Here Shanti shot the Larsens a syrupy smile.

         
         
         
         
         'And I hope, as I have, that you will come to a peace and understanding about them. Firstly, I have changed my name to the
            spiritual name of Lakshmi, the goddess of abundance.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Ingrid and Elsie stared dumbly, in disbelief.

         
         
         
         
         'I understand it may take some getting used to . . . Secondly I have decided that in order to practise my spirituality freely,
            when Swami-ji goes back to America in September I will follow. I'm going to live in New York so I can be closer to his ashram
            in Pennsylvania, but so I can also carry on with my painting. I've already found a gallery there that wants to represent me.'
         

         
         
         
         
         'What about your children, Marina?' Bestemama whispered, pale-faced, her hands scratching in the air.

         
         
         
         
         'Violet and Sam and Nora will come with me, but I've decided it would be too disruptive to Kitty's education at this stage
            to put her in a foreign school system. So I've started looking at boarding schools in England.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty shut her eyes and held her breath. If I can hold my breath and keep my eyes shut for two minutes, she thought, when
            I open them everything will be normal and this will all have been a horrible joke.
         

         
         
         
         
         She heard Bestepapa say in a strangled voice, 'Kitty must stay here. This is her home.'

         
         
         
         
         She started counting, one elephant, two elephant, squeezing her eyes so tightly that not a glimmer of light penetrated them.
            Her lungs felt like they would burst.
         

         
         
         
         
         When she was at ninety-seven seconds she heard her mother say, 'Swami-ji thinks Kitty should stay in England. Not here, but
            at boarding school. He has given his blessing.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty heard Shanti warble, 'Swami-ji knows best.'

         
         
         
         
         She thought she was going to die, right there in the dining room with her eyes shut and her family gathered around her.

         
         
         
         
         She cried out, 'But he doesn't even know me! How can he know what's best?'

         
         
         
         
         Her mother turned and stroked her face tenderly.

         
         
         
         
         'I know it doesn't make sense now, darling. I know this is a shock. I know it may seem selfish. But I'm doing what in my heart
            I know is best. Best for all of us. I promise you, it WILL make huge sense when you are a grown-up.'
         

         
         
         
         
         After that there was more shouting. Shanti shuffled out towards the garden, dabbing at her moist face with a tissue. Her mother
            said awful things to Bestepapa. She said he was controlling, that he was incapable of showing his love, that she was a grown
            woman and that he had ruined every relationship with a man she'd ever had.
         

         
         
         
         
         She started crying when she said, 'I would have had a chance with Fitzgerald if it wasn't for you. He would have left his
            wife. He loved me, he really, really loved me. You frightened him away. You threatened him. Kitty could have had a father,
            you bastard.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Bestemama sprang up like a lioness.

         
         
         
         
         'What did you say?' She spoke just above a whisper, but it filled the room like a scream.

         
         
         
         
         'He's ruined my life,' her mother said in a child's voice.

         
         
         
         
         'You are a fantasist, Marina, if you think any of what you're saying is true.' She looked as if she were seven feet tall.
            Her whole body radiated with anger. 'Your father has worked hard his entire life to make sure you girls are secure. He has
            given you EVERYTHING. But it's never enough for you. Nothing is ever enough. What more could we have done? Answer me that.
            You have been pandered to and indulged more than anyone else in this house. And this is how you respond to us? With this poison?
            Your father is TIRED, Marina. He has fought in a war. He built this house with his hands. You are exhausting him with all
            of this.'
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty looked at Bestepapa's hands, as though she was seeing them for the first time. They were long and limply mottled with
            age. They were tired hands. She had never noticed before.
         

         
         
         
         
         Elsie and Ingrid flanked Bestepapa's chair. Marina and Kitty sat alone at the other end of the table. Kitty saw they were
            now two separate families. She did not want her mother to cry, but she did not want to see Bestepapa folded in, as though
            he had been shot. She certainly did not want to go to boarding school. The shouting continued, unabated.
         

         
         
         
         
         Kitty took her mother's hand.

         
         
         
         
         'Mummy didn't mean it!' she said. 'She's just upset, aren't you? Mummy?'

         
         
         
         
         There was a palpable shift in the room. In a breath, Bestemama took Bestepapa to his bedroom to lie down. Ingrid and Elsie
            muttered something about going to the village, and sped off in Ingrid's MG, leaving Kitty and Marina alone in the dining room.
         

         
         
         
         
         Her mother looked into her eyes.

         
         
         
         
         'You're my best girl, you know that, don't you?' Her voice, though it still quavered, was strong. 'From now on it's you and
            me, kiddo. That is - if you don't mind, of course.' She smiled at her.
         

         
         
         
         
         Although Kitty thought this sounded potentially lonely, a thrill passed through her at the thought of being just the two of
            them against the world. She forgot the existence of everyone else, the looming prospect of boarding school and separation,
            a sea of separation.
         

         
         
         
         
         'I don't mind,' she said, and she smiled back.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
            
            She calls her Aunt Elsie from inside the duty-free shop as she toys half-heartedly with miracle wrinkle creams. Elsie is up
               at 6 a.m.; her Pilates teacher comes to her immaculate apartment at 6.30 every morning.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         'Oh Kit-kat,' she says. Her voice is still laced with hills and home, although she has lived in New York for fifteen years.
            She lives on Park Avenue in an apartment with silent polished floors.
         

         
         
         
         
         Elsie's first apartment, on Elizabeth Street, would in its entirety fit into her present sitting room. Kitty remembers lying
            with Elsie on the cream sofa in the little flat, watching reruns of Full House on Sunday mornings; Elsie drinking coffee with
            smudged eyes, saying she was going to marry John Starnos one day soon. At night Kitty could hear her aunt's every footfall,
            padding over uneven floorboards, as she double locked the front door to keep them safe, blew out all the candles, turned off
            the lights, slipping into her bedroom, with a creaky twitch of the door. Through the thin walls that divided them, Joni Mitchell
            sang them both to sleep.
         

         
         
         
         
         Now Elsie is married to an Italian sculptor, and they have two brown-eyed sons, who call her 'Mommy'. Kitty laughs at this,
            as Elsie seems shocked that she could have birthed a child with brown eyes AND an American inflection. Over a recent empathetic
            cup of tea, Kitty said gently, 'Did you really think they would come out with English accents? You do live in New York.'
         

         
         
         
         
         'Well, I did rather, darling. I thought they'd pick it up from me. I thought it might be genetic.'

         
         
         
         
         At which they looked at each other and fell about.

         
         
         
         
         Kitty has absent-mindedly applied half of the make-up counter to her face. She catches sight of her panda-bear eyes in the
            mirror. 'Oh shit,' she says, wiping off lavender eye shadow with furious fingers.
         

         
         
         
         
         'Do you have a warm coat?' says Elsie, interrupting her theatrics with reason. 'I was just there for the collections; it's
            freezing.'
         

         
         
         
         
         'I'm wearing a warm coat, one you'd approve of. It's cashmere, but I look like a nursery pudding spilling out of it, it's
            so tight now.' Kitty looks at her body with mild affection. It is a stranger's body.
         

         
         
         
         
         'Yum! Nursery puddings, like one of Nora's. She made the best rice pudding I've ever eaten. You will take care of yourself,
            won't you?'
         

         
         
         
         
         'I will, Else. Lots of love,' Kitty says, rubbing away the last stubborn streak.

         
         
         
         
         
            
            On the plane the stewardess's chatter calms her.

            
            
         

         
         
         'Have you been on holiday?' she asks, hearing Kitty's accent, handing her an extra blanket.

         
         
         
         
         'No, I live in New York. I'm going to visit my family.'

         
         
         
         
         'That's nice, lucky you. Are you going to see your mum and dad before you have the baby?' she says, casting her eyes down
            at Kitty's stomach.
         

         
         
         
         
         'Yes,' Kitty says, because that way it is easier.

         
         
         
      

   
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two
          
        

      

      
        
          I just need distance,' her mother said, frowning. 'Bestemarna and Bestepapa don't understand the mechanics of change. I suppose
               it's their age, though one would expect a bit more from Elsie and Ingrid. Amazing that we're related to a bunch of such narrow-minded
               people.'
            

      

      'You're having distance,' Kitty said. 'You're moving to New York.'

      They were packing her mother's suitcase. Kitty put a silk shirt in the suitcase, and took it out again when her mother wasn't
            looking.
         

      'Emotional distance,' she said. 'Until they recognise my choice as being positive.'

      In which case, Kitty felt, the distance was going to last a very, very long time.

      'I don't mind if YOU speak to them. They're still your grandparents,' she added. 'I'm not asking you to choose or anything.'

      'Will you come back for Christmas?' Kitty said.

      'Yes. I will - or you'll come to me.'

      'Where will I sleep?'

      'In the bedroom I'll make for you.'

      'All right. Do you think Mr Fitzgerald will write to me at school?' Kitty asked, making a face at Swami-ji's photograph over
            her mother's shoulder as Marina wrapped him tenderly in a cashmere shawl.
         

      'Yes. I'll ask him. He should.' She turned, and placed her hands on Kitty's cheek. 'I think it will be easier for you to have
            more of a relationship with him when you're a bit older. Do you know what I mean? I know that's not necessarily what's right,
            but it's just the way it is now, Magpie. That is the mystery of God's grace. I understand that it's desperately confusing
            though . . .'
         

      'Because of his wife?' Kitty asked.

      'Well, yes, sort of. I think the whole thing makes him feel guilty.'

      'You mean me?' Kitty found it difficult to believe someone who had not even met her could feel guilty about her from afar.

      'No, darling, not you. The whole thing is just rather complicated.'

      'I hate complicated. I like everything to be simple, and straightforward.'

      Her mother kissed her.

      'I know you do. Which is one of the reasons you're going to Dourfield - it's a lot more simple.'

      
        Her mother's god-daughter, Evie, was one of the reasons Dourfield had been chosen. Evie had been at Dourfield since she was
               seven. Before school started Kitty had only met her twice in her life. They had a strained tea the week before school, up
               in London, at Evie's big house in Chelsea Green. Evie was impish and wore Levi Sols, and Kitty had felt like a moron in her
               stripy jumper dress and her mother's fake pearl earrings, which had looked so bold and cool when she'd put them on in the
               morning.
            

      

      They sat in Evie's room, which had a double bed with a canopy and her own television.

      'What music do you like?' Evie asked Kitty, surveying her stripes and earrings in a way that was not covetous.

      
        'Ella Fitzgerald, Billie Holiday . . .' Kitty racked her brains trying to think of something she'd seen on Top of the Pops, because Evie looked at her blankly.
            

      

      'Who?' she said, wrinkling her little nose.

      'Oh!' Kitty said. 'I know! I like Seal. I think he's really handsome.'

      'He's black,' Evie said flatly, as if this ruled him out. 'With creepy scars. What about Bros?'

      Kitty remembered a pair of skinny blond boys who wore leather jackets.

      'Uh . . . Yeah, I like them too.'

      Evie pointed to a poster on her wall.

      'I'm going to marry Matt,' she said confidently. 'I'll be Mrs Goss. By the way,' she added, 'you're not going to bring clothes
            like that to Dourfield, are you? Because people will think you're really WEIRD.'
         

      'My jeans are in the wash,' Kitty lied, because she didn't own a pair of jeans. She wore Elsie and Ingrid's hand-me-downs,
            and her mother's costume jewellery. Her love for all things shiny had earned her the family moniker of 'Magpie'.
         

      When they left, her mother said to Evie, after giving her a beautiful necklace of dusty bottle-green beads, which Kitty instinctively
            knew she would cast to the back of a dark drawer, 'You will look after Kitty, won't you, Evie my darling?'
         

      'Yes, Marina.' Evie smiled sweetly and Kitty's mother squeezed her gratefully, which annoyed Kitty.

      When they were in the car she gave a sigh of relief.

      'I feel a lot better,' she said. 'You'll have a friend.'

      Kitty looked at her in disbelief. Which part of the equation didn't she get? Her mother had to be truly gormless if she thought
            that a 501-wearing, Bros-loving, pixie girl and she were going to be bosom buddies. Kitty raised an eyebrow meaningfully.
         

      'Don't be such a worry wart,' her mother said. 'You'll be fine.'

      'That's what you think. And she's a racist,' Kitty said, shooting her mother a nasty look through her glasses.

      
        Ingrid and Elsie left for Paris the day before she left for Dourfield. Ingrid gave Kitty her most treasured possession, a
               soft T-shirt that said 'Never mind the bollocks'. She wrapped it up in tissue paper and left it on the top of her school trunk.
               It hadn't been washed, and it smelled of her Rive Gauche and clean hair. Elsie wrote her a note that said 'If you want to
               run away you can come and live with us,' and stuck silver star stickers on the envelope. Kitty thought of them, wearing ballet
               shoes, drinking café au lait, eating baby bites of delicate French pastries, their blonde hair swinging as they shimmied down the rue de L'Uni-versite.
            

      

      
        On Sunday night, Elkie Brooks sang on the radio as they turned into Willow Road, the street that housed Dourfield School.
               If the next song is by James Taylor, Kitty said to herself, then we'll turn around and go home. It will be a test. There was
               no next song though. It was a phone-in for the saddest love story; Barbara from Epping won.
            

      

      They unpacked her trunk, watched the parents mill around uncomfortably drinking tea and eating digestive biscuits, making
            small talk with the eager house-parents.
         

      Trying to postpone the terrible, inevitable departure, she kept stalling her mother.

      'Come and look at the bathroom - there are four little baths all neat in a row!' Kitty was gay, a hostess.

      'We saw it together before. I should really make a move, my darling,' her mother answered.

      
        They had walked into the garden of the boarding house. Kitty could hear children outside the stone walls playing 'Mother May
               I' on the street. She thought irrationally, I will never be able to play again. The sun was going down. She tugged at her
               blazer. They made their way to her mother's red Beetle. A scarlet letter in a sea of Volvos.
            

      

      Her mother opened the door and kissed her head.

      'Mummy, please don't leave me here,' Kitty said urgently. 'You can't. Please let me come back to Hay with you.' Snot and tears
            were pouring down her face but Kitty didn't care.
         

      Marina started to cry too.

      'Goodbye, Kitty. You'll be all right. I promise.'

      She navigated her limbs into the small car and shut the door.

      Kitty longed to throw herself at the car but the other parents were watching and she wanted them to think she was brave. She
            watched as the car pulled out of the driveway, disappearing behind the wrought-iron gate.
         

      
        Lying in a room full of strangers, shivering in her foreign sheets, in her checked pyjamas with their scratchy nametag, she
               was too ashamed to cry. She wondered if Bestemama and Bestepapa were thinking of her. They would be finishing supper now,
               in the all-pervading silence that had descended since her mother's departure. Marina's studio was stripped to an old bleached
               shell. There was nothing left of her at Hay but the views she once loved.
            

      

      The lights were turned out, a blissful nod to succumb privately to the tears that had been pricking at her eyes, for hours.
            She held her breath so she wouldn't make a noise that was audible, and buried her face in her pillow. She wanted to run away,
            but she realised she was in the middle of nowhere, the nearest train station twenty-five miles away. Her hand scrunched up
            in the sheets by her side. She felt something brush against it that could have been a ghost, or a moth. Kitty thought the
            dormitory was haunted and more tears came.
         

      Seconds later she was clasped by a hot little hand, and Evie's voice whispered, 'Don't cry, Kitty, the first night is always
            horrible, but you'll get used to it. I did.' And she held Kitty's hand tightly in the dark, so tightly she could feel Evie's
            pulse beating steadily against her own, calming like the hands of a clock.
         

      In the morning Kitty smiled at her shyly.

      'Why are you looking at me like that? Are you spastic or something?'

      The dorm was frigid with cold; Evie was putting on her tights and vest under the sheets.

      'Just because your mother's my godmother, does not mean we have to be friends.' She said it loudly, so the other girls heard.

      Kitty quickly recognised what Evie was offering her. She would be an ally only in the dark.

      
        On the day she was twelve, there was no breakfast in bed. Kitty woke in her narrow bed as the electric overhead light flickered
               on to illuminate the other nine narrow beds in the room.
            

      

      'Up you get.' The strident voice of the housemistress Mrs Phelan rang out.

      There was a thin chorus of dissonance.

      
        Kitty didn't tell anyone it was her birthday. She got up and went over to the sink in the corner of the big hospital white
               room to see whether her face looked any older. It didn't, but there were the scarlet beginnings of a spot between her eyebrows.
               'A bindi spot', her mother would have called it. She realised grimly that this and the two straggling hairs under her left armpit
               was the puberty she longed for, the thought of which, along with her mother, made her eyes well. She wanted to ring and tell
               her mother, but they weren't allowed to speak on the phone for the first two weeks so the boarders could 'adjust'.
            

      

      Kitty brushed her teeth and washed her face with the facewash her mother had bought from Boots the Chemist's. She then stroked
            cucumber water on the way Marina had shown her, which made the other girls laugh. They said she was like an old lady. 'Be
            sure to do your neck and décolleté,' her mother had said the night before she left, as they were packing her trunk. 'Then
            you'll always have beautiful skin.'
         

      'Like yours?' Kitty said.

      'I have never in my life gone to sleep without washing my face,' her mother said. 'Not even if I was raddled with exhaustion.'

      
        In the dining hall, Kitty stood in line with Rosaria and Olivia. Kitty knew from the moment she saw her that she would love
               Rosaria, who was tiny and ferocious with the biggest cackling laugh she'd ever heard. It was like the rattle of a machine
               gun. She could swear fluently in Italian, and her eyes were green like the orchard at Hay. Olivia was quieter and more reserved
               but she had a dark wryness to her which Kitty trusted, because it reminded her of Bestemama. Olivia was tall like her, with
               size seven feet. Rosaria was a size three. They were all in the same form. Rosaria and Kitty had been placed in the bottom
               stream for maths, and the top for English. Olivia was in the top stream for everything. They were in different dorms.
            

      

      The eggs swam in a silver tray of grease, and the sausages lay anaemic next to forlorn hash browns. Vegetarianism was now
            a viable prospect, she thought.
         

      She sat down at one of the long wooden tables with Rosaria and Olivia. The day was grey like the Lifebuoy soap in the girls'
            bathroom.
         

      'Ugh.' Rosaria looked at her fried eggs sadly. 'Do you think they're trying to fatten us up and give us spots so no one will
            ever fancy us and we will remain pure and unsullied till the sixth form?'
         

      
        
          A shudder went through Kitty. I can't stay here till the sixth form. Be calm, she told herself. It's like Nora says, 'This too
               shall pass.' Nora would have been taking Sam and Violet to nursery right now, warm in the smoky fug of her Golf, listening
               to Radio 4 as Sam and Violet chattered in the back. But now Nora was in New York, taking Sam and Violet to kindergarten in
               a yellow taxi. Nora was probably living in a constant state of fear due to muggers and 'the immigration'. Could she buy Angel
               Delight in Manhattan? Kitty doubted it. I could get her some with my pocket money, she thought, and send it to her when I
               have my first exeat: from 12 p.m. Saturday to 6 p.m. Sunday. That was six weeks away. The trees at Hay would be practically
               naked by then.
            

      

      
        She had imagined boarding school as Malby Towers and The Twins at Saint Clare's peppered with a bit of Grease. She'd thought she could start her own gang and they'd wear pink satin jackets at weekends. Kitty hoped she'd have a boy from
               the wrong side of the tracks, and second-skin leggings. She made the fatal mistake of confiding this to Evie and her group
               by the pond after lacrosse.
            

      

      She sat with Veronica, Evie's best friend, Imogen Holli-day, the prettiest girl in the school, and Rosaria and Olivia. She
            was good at telling the spookiest ghost stories, and she told three in succession that made them squeal. Kitty miscalculated.
            She took their post-story pleasure to mean that the forum was now hers for the taking.
         

      'I've got an idea,' she said quickly, high with a sense of belonging.

      'Yeah?' Evie yawned.

      'You know in Grease - the film Grease - how they have a gang of girls?'

      'Yeah.' Evie looked over at Veronica.

      'Well, I thought we could, you know, do it here. We could make pink jackets and stuff..'

      Rosaria shook her head and gave Kitty a look of syrn-pathy, which made her heart sink.

      'YOU want to start a gang?' Evie gave a yowl of laughter. 'Like in Grease? Uh, how old are you?'

      'Twelve,' she said, ploughing on. 'You could be the leader.'

      'If we were to have a gang, you mong, WHICH we never would, but IF we were, A, you wouldn't be in it. And B, Imo would be
            the leader because she's the prettiest.'
         

      Imogen opened her big eyes.

      'I don't want to be in a gang.' She sounded worried.

      Evie sighed with exasperation.

      'There is NO gang, Imogen,' she said.

      Evie and Veronica proceeded to spend the next forty minutes pointing at Kitty, and howling 'Pink ladies!' or taking her glasses,
            and throwing them in the pond where they floated on a light layer of scum. She discovered a sad social truth that day. Court
            jesters jest, they don't come up with the ideas.
         

      
        When all the other girls were unpacking with their mothers, her mother had tried to put a picture of Swami-ji on her bedside
               locker.
            

      

      'Please don't do that,' Kitty yelped.

      'No one's going to notice,' her mother said. 'He can watch over you, protect you.'

      'Honestly, it's fine.' Kitty saw Evie look over slyly. 'I'll put him on my pinboard later. Then he can watch over everyone.'
            She smiled.
         

      'That's a lovely idea,' her mother said.

      Everyone thought she was odd: she felt it.

      
        Kitty stared out of the window in the biology lab, wondering if she had the guts to run away. She thought it would make them
               worried then angry at home, remembering then that home was fragmented.
            

      

      
        
          A Madonna song played in her head: 'If I ran away, I'd never have the strength to go very far.'
            

      

      Madonna knew what it was like. She understood. Perhaps she could adopt me and I could be her back-up dancer, Kitty thought.
            Her brain filled with scenes of transatlantic glamour.
         

      'Are you eating, Kitty?' Mr Ridgeley the biology master sounded concerned.

      The class was silent. She thought about it. No, for once she was not consumed by the thought of food. Kitty gave what she
            thought was a pathos-filled face, the face of a hungry urchin.
         

      'No. I haven't been very hungry.' Her voice wobbled in the warmth of his concern.

      'I meant, are you chewing gum? The chewing of gum is not permitted in my lab. Your nutritional habits are not my concern.
            They are the territory of matron. Now, spit it out, please.'
         

      Kitty gave him an injured look and spat out her Bub-blicious in the bin. If Madonna had heard I wasn't eating, she thought,
            SHE would have cooked me a Philly cheese steak, and after eating and giggling, we would have broken out into an impromptu
            rendition of 'Holiday', followed by shopping for ra-ra skirts on Broadway.
         

      Bestemama and Bestepapa came to take her out on Saturday after games. She sat by the gates keeping watch for the old regal
            BMW.
         

      Ibsen howled with excitement when he saw her, his jowls swaying from left to right, his tongue lolling like a madman's. Kitty
            dived into the car on top of him.
         

      'Have you spoken to Mummy?' It fell out of her mouth automatically.

      Bestepapa made a bitter peppery noise.

      'No, darling, we haven't. Do you remember that we decided it was probably better to let her get settled in New York, and speak
            to her when everything is a bit clearer?' Smiling at her, Bestemama's face became a mask of reassurance. Kitty preferred Bestepapa's
            grimace.
         

      They went to a little hotel in the town, and she ordered a Coke. It tasted forbidden and ambrosial.

      'Is the food at your prison FILTHY?' Bestepapa smeared a scone with jam, and passed it to her.

      'Filthy. You'd hate it. Greasy fried eggs, baked beans, lumpy cardboard porridge and gammon and pineapple.'

      'Dis-gusting. Can you smuggle in contraband?'

      'I baked you a belated birthday cake, polenta and lemon.' Bestemama handed Kitty a tin with roses on it.

      After tea, up on the top of the hill above the town, they surveyed the sea of green, fields filled with water from the recent
            rains. Ibsen pulled on his lead looking longingly at the sheep. Kitty pretended they were just visiting, and for a moment
            she appreciated everything around her, the damp air, the cathedral that rose below, mothers and fathers walking with their
            families.
         

      'It is beautiful here,' Bestemama said.

      'It is, but not beautiful like Hay,' Kitty replied grudgingly.

      'We could kidnap her, or pretend she has appendicitis,' Bestepapa said as they pulled into the driveway of Dour-field.

      'Enough, you silly man. We'll see her very soon.' Bestemama held Kitty tightly as she kissed her goodbye, filling her nose
            with rosewater and Pond's cold cream.
         

      'Don't let the buggers get you down!' Bestepapa shouted as they drove off into the fog that had descended.

      'Uh yuck, why can't your family give you chocolate cake for your birthday like everyone else?' Evie gave Bestema-ma's cake
            a sneer, the Goss boys pouting from her T-shirt.
         

      'Lemon cake is delicious, try it.' Kitty proffered a slice.

      Evie took a bite and spat it out on the floor.

      'Rank,' she said. 'On MY birthday my mother orders a cake from Fortnum & Mason, a chocolate one, which everyone likes. Oh
            well, not everyone can have a mother as perfect as mine, and I suppose yours is pretty, which makes up for a lot. Funny, you
            don't look anything like her, do you? Your sister does. Maybe you're adopted.'
         

      
        Nora had instructed her sister Molly in Dublin to send Kitty Bunty. At Hay, Nora bought it for her every Monday from Cutler's the newsagent's. Now she was gone, Molly sent a tightly rolled copy
               of Bunty to Dourfield religiously once a week. Kitty had never before valued her privacy, or questioned the things she read or watched
               because she just did them. They were a given. Now reading Bunty was symbolic of not quite rightness. Cool girls did not read Bunty. They read Just 17, Mizz or Smash Hits. Kitty was resentful of Molly for sending it to her, then filled with self-loathing for being so ungrateful for the precision
               of her neat brown packages, whose each arrival spelled social doom.
            

      

      At the end of each day they had to put their knickers in a big open basket that sat, till morning, in the comer of the room.
            Kitty sincerely hoped that she did not start her period at school, where everyone would know before she could even tell her
            mother. She knew she wasn't being paranoid either; she had already heard the Chinese whispers. 'Laura Hall's started, she's
            had it since she was nine and she's got double D boobs.' Laura Hall's knickers lay, a scarlet announcement in the basket amongst
            their childish whites.
         

      Even going to the loo was a potential minefield. She could not linger for hours with a book like she did at home. She had
            to run in furtively whilst the others were doing prep, because Evie was legend for standing on the cistern in the adjacent
            stall, peering over the wall and taking photographs of people unawares, which she then passed round the school. Kitty had
            seen a few of these gory documentations. Small heads bowed in concentration, innocently minding their own business. She sat
            there rigid with fear, listening intently to every suspicious footfall outside. Her eyes round and raised to the horrible
            open roof of the stall, in case of an ambush. This was a recipe for terrible constipation and frayed nerves.
         

      
        * * *

      

      
        She woke struggling, her feet and arms greeted by the cold air of the dormitory, and as the covers were rudely pulled off
               her she could feel sharp little fingers, the swishing of hair, and muted giggles all around.
            

      

      'One, two, three, bog flush!' She heard Veronica, her voice high, quivering with pack excitement.

      'You've got to be joking. Get off me.' Kitty aimed a kick, and made contact with a soft stomach.

      'She's going to be a difficult one, Evie. Come on, pull.'

      'Stop it,' Imogen murmured across the room from the safety of her bed, voice muffled by sleep.

      Kitty was outraged. Bog flushing was what they did to pasty first formers, too thin and weak to protest. Like a lynch mob
            in the night, they came, Evie and Veronica, with their omnipresent third wheel Susanna, carting the victim from the privacy
            of sleep, across the hall, into the bathroom, until turned upside down like a corkscrew, the girl was plunged unceremoniously
            into the lavatory bowl, as it was flushed over her head. They called it 'christening'.
         

      She was not going to be bog flushed.

      'What the hell are you doing?' she asked as they carried her across the darkened room.

      'You think you're so perfect. You're so prissy, with your little books you read before you go to sleep, and your posh voice.
            We're going to show you that you're not so perfect after all.' Veronica's doughy hand clung to her ankle.
         

      'I don't think I'm perfect, you stupid bitch. My voice is the same as your voice. I don't even want to be here.'

      'Exactly,' Veronica said.

      She let them carry her like a plank of wood into the bathroom. She struggled a little bit to lull them into complacency. Then,
            as they made an awkward procession into the stall, Kitty began to fight. She scratched Veronica in the eye, and kicked her
            legs out like an Olympic swimmer. Susanna had her in a headlock, and Kitty bit her freckled arm as hard as she could.
         

      'You animal!' Susanna said, dropping her against the porcelain.

      Kitty did the things she was taught not to do as a toddler. She bit, she scratched, she kicked, she spat. She wanted to kill
            all three of them.
         

      'This isn't fun any more,' Evie said. She stood back panting. 'You're being a psycho. Stop it.' Kitty stood up and she laughed.

      'If you ever try to do that to me again, I'll curse you. That Indian man on my pinboard is a dark master. He can curse you
            by just thinking your names. I'll make sure he has them. We can start now . . .' She took a deep breath and whispered dramatically,
            'I call on you, Master Swami, I call on your forces of darkness, your servants of the night . . .' She began to incant the
            words of her mother's chanting tapes, and rolled her eyes far back into her head as though she were in a trance.
         

      'Bhutayan, Narayan . . . Jhoti Krishna Govinda, Hare Hare . . .'

      All three of them stood stock still. The powers of serendipity were on her side, as the wind chose to shriek at that moment,
            high, like a widow's keen. They all jumped. Veronica pissed on the floor.
         

      Kitty stopped chanting and gave them a thorough searching look.

      'Goodnight. Sweet dreams.'

      She swished out, pretending that she was wearing not a teddy bear nightdress, but robes of velvet, midnight blue.

      
        She waited by the call box, willing the phone to ring. Her appointed phone time was seven-forty, and she was allowed to be
               on the phone for eight minutes. They set an egg timer.
            

      

      'Is that my Magpie?' Her mother's voice was giggly, far away. 'I'm calling you from a car phone in a limousine; imagine that!
            So as you're standing in Wheaton, I'm zipping around Fifth Avenue. Isn't that funny?'
         

      'Ish.' Kitty scowled at her reflection in the window.

      'Darling, let's not waste our precious phone call being grumpy. Tell me about school. Are you having the best time? NO, take
            a right here please, that's it, 740.'
         

      'Where are you going?'

      'To meet a gallery owner for lunch. Can you believe I've already sold four paintings, and I've been offered a show too - I've
            never worked more in my life. You might even have a rich mummy soon. It's so inspiring and alive here. Until the new house
            is ready we're staying in a hotel. The Mark, it's called. Violet thinks she's Eloise, and she and Sam have pancakes and maple
            syrup for breakfast every day. What do you have?'
         

      'Alpen,' Kitty said grudgingly.

      'That's nice. I've made lots of friends; people keep throwing parties for me, it's very jolly. What parallel lives we're leading,
            you and I, both new girls at school.'
         

      She couldn't remember anything she wanted to tell her mother, and though she had written a careful list of all those things,
            highlighted in order of importance, it was left on her locker in the dorm, and she knew if she ran to get it, three minutes
            would be gone. Kitty heard New York in the background, the sirens and traffic, a taunting steady whine.
         

      'I can't think of anything to say,' she said.

      'That's all right, I'll talk for both of us, and when you remember, you can write me a letter.'

      'It's not the same.'

      'I know, but what can we do? You could send me a psychic message, I'll get that. Have you seen Bestepapa and Bestemama?'

      'Yes, they took me out for tea.'

      'Well, would you mind not telling them anything about me, darling? I don't need them poking their noses into my life any more.
            Did they ask about me?'
         

      'No,' Kitty said.

      
        That night she made her mind white and blank until it was a page and her one thought the pen. 'Call me back, Mummy,' it wrote
               over and over again. If you call on Mrs Phelan's line you can say it was an emergency and I'll be allowed to take the call.
               She waited for Mrs Phelan's now familiar footfall, the soft catch of the door.
            

      

      'Kitty,' she'd say, 'your mother's on the phone from New York, she HAS to speak to you, it's urgent.' She would get out of
            bed, and she could tell her mother everything that she'd forgotten, and they would laugh.
         

      The page of thought became black with words, and Kitty struggled to keep her eyes open, but sleep came, the message returned
            to sender.
         

      
        * * *

      

      
        'Dear Mummy,' she wrote, 'I have three hairs under my left armpit and two under my right. I am on the reserves for netball.
               I have been meditating for half an hour every day. Mrs Phelan says I need more practical mufti clothes, in darker colours.
               Olivia has started her period. How are Violet and Sam? Please kiss Nora's ears for me. Could you send me some more writing
               paper, as I have run out. I am seventy-five per cent homesick, which is an improvement, down from ninety-eight.
            

      

      'I love you with great alacrity; you are the best mother in the world.'

      Mrs Phelan flicked her eyes over the letter dismissively. This was part of the Saturday night ritual at Dourfield. Letter
            home, shoes polished, then the tuck shop. Which wasn't a shop, just a shelf of sweets in Matron's office.
         

      'Very good. Shoes?' Kitty showed her the loafers she had polished.

      'Perfect. One pound for you, the tuck shop's open.'

      Her mother didn't send letters by post. Kitty got letters from Federal Express in big white and purple envelopes. Marina's
            writing was very big, and four sentences took up one page. 'Please don't be homesick, there is no point. Be "home well". There
            is nothing to miss here, life is very boring, and everything keeps breaking; the central heating, the telephone, and my heart.
            That is a joke! I had a boyfriend who lives in California, and I went to stay. You would like it there. It is hot, and we
            had picnics on the beach. He is not my boyfriend any more because he still loves his old wife, who is not old, but ex. Isn't
            it good we have God, so we don't need men? Imagine what life would be like if we didn't have GOD? I love you, Mummy.'
         

      Kitty wondered who 'we' was.

      Nora was shy and formal on the phone, but she always was, so it was comforting.

      'Hello, Kitty,' she said. 'How are you?'

      'I'm fine, how are you?'

      'I'm very well, thank you. How's school?'

      'Good. How are Violet and Sam?'

      'They're well, thank you. Naughty. I had to put hot sauce on Violet's tongue as she bit Sam. I don't think she'll be biting
            in a hurry.'
         

      'My minutes are up.'

      'It's worse than a prison. Well, I love you.'

      'I love you too. Quickly, do they have Angel Delight in New York?'

      'Actually, they do,' Nora said, a smile in her voice.

      
        The train to London took four hours, the coach to the train station thirty-five minutes. By the time she reached Hay, it was
               dark and she couldn't make out anything familiar in the black.
            

      

      Bestepapa stood at the train station, smoking his pipe.

      He wore a grey raincoat and green wellingtons.

      'There's my girl,' he said. 'I thought we'd walk so you could get a feel for home. You don't get that in the car. Sweet?'

      He handed Kitty a lemon barley, and took her small case from her, the one with her initials on it.

      The smell was the thing that made it all feel real, a smoky woodsy smell, and Bestepapa next to her, with his smell of tobacco
            and India lime. They trudged up the lane, treacherous with frost, the only light a flickering ember from the bowl of Bestepapa's
            pipe. They spoke in hushed voices, as though they might disturb sleeping giants in the woods.
         

      'It smells of home now,' Kitty said.

      'What are you reading?'

      
        'The Great Gaaby. I imagine that Daisy looks like Mummy.'
            

      

      'Ha! No red dot though.' He laughed.

      'Bestepapa, why do you think there has to be change?'

      'I used to think there had to be but now I'm not sure. I think change is unnecessary. The old ways are the best ways.'

      'Well, I liked it before, just so you know. I like the old ways too,' Kitty said.

      'I think, my Kitty, that you and I were born in the wrong time then.'

      
        The table was covered in candles, and it looked long without everyone at it. Bestepapa sat at the head, carving the lamb.

      

      'Thought we'd go to the farm in the morning, get some eggs. Would you like that?'

      'She probably wants to go to town, and buy records from Our Price.' Besternama handed Kitty the spinach.

      'No, I don't need to go to town,' she said.

      'After supper,' Bestepapa said in a jovial voice that didn't sound like his real one, 'we'll have to take Ibsen up to the
            woods for his walk. He didn't have a long enough one today, so he's itching to go.'
         

      Ibsen lay prostrate on the floor, sleeping.

      Kitty wanted to stay awake, savouring every minute of being at Hay, lying in Ingrid's bed, surrounded by Ingrid's things,
            a poster of Adam Ant grinning down at her. This is what it feels like to go to sleep being Ingrid, she thought. An old copy
            of Madame Bovay was on her bedside table. Kitty rubbed the cocoa butter from the Body Shop on her elbows and knees like Ingrid
            did, and fell asleep.
         

      It was raining, and the sky was moody. Kitty revelled in waking up on her own, of her own volition. She went downstairs in
            her nightdress. Bestemama was making lunch. She kissed her.
         

      'You must have been tired, darling,' she said. 'I've never known you sleep so late. I thought you must need it, so I decided
            not to bother you.'
         

      'What time is it?' Kitty felt a trickle of panic.

      'It's twelve. We'll have lunch in half an hour, quick walk, and Bestepapa says he'll drive you back, so you don't have to
            do that miserable train journey again.'
         

      'I've missed the morning!' Kitty said. 'Why didn't you wake me up? I've missed the morning, and the same one will never happen
            again.'
         

      'That's all right; there'll be many mornings for you. Your body wanted to sleep.'

      'It wanted the morning! It wanted to do normal things. Now I don't have time, now I'll be rushed. I've ruined the whole weekend!
            Now it's not the same. I had a list of everything I wanted to do, and now I can't do any of it!' Kitty started to cry.
         

      'Darling, we'll do everything on your list in double the time, that's all. Please don't cry. Everything here will still be
            here the next time you come. Take a deep breath. Would you like a nice cup of tea? nice cup of tea?
         

      
        
          * * *
        

      

      
        She was in a cave, and it was empty. The whole world had ended and she was the only person left. She could hear the voices
               of Sam and Violet calling her urgently, but she could not find them. There was another voice too, one she did not recognise,
               smooth and male.
            

      

      'Kitty! Kitty! Where are you? We can't find you. We're with someone who wants to meet you!'

      They were ducking and weaving in the silence, like ghost children.

      The male voice called through the rocks, 'Kitty, I can only stay for a bit. I have to go, I have an appointment. I want to
            see your face before I go.'
         

      'I'm here!' she called back. 'Mr Fitzgerald, I'm here! Please don't go!'

      She ran among the rocks pounding at them with her fists and arms, but they were immobile. The male voice left, and Sam and
            Violet's voices died with his, whispers that turned into thick black nothingness.
         

      When she woke up, her arms looked like she had torn through a bramble patch.

      'Vampire get you in the night?' said Evie, and she laughed.

      'No, it was my master communicating with me.' Kitty glowered at her darkly.

      'You are such a spas, Kitty,' Evie said.

      
        On the phone her mother said she thought it would be fun to fly to California for the Christmas holidays.

      

      'The sun always shines there,' she said. 'Can you imagine a place where it never rains?'

      Palm trees swayed, and neon Father Christmases skied with snowmen on lush green lawns, untouched by frost. It was warm enough
            to swim, even though her mother didn't.
         

      On Christmas Day, Kitty played mermaids in the pool with Sam and Violet, in a new Adrienne Vittadini swimsuit she had bought
            from the gift shop in the lobby of the Beverly Hills Hotel. It was white, and in it her bosoms pointed high and men looked
            at her, which Kitty sort of liked.
         

      Her mother said that Christmas in California was out of the ordinary, and that's why she chose it. They watched movies on
            the movie channel, and ate enormous strawberries and grapes that were so cold they made Kitty's mouth ache.
         

      It was the opposite of Christmas at Hay. Kitty ate shrimps for lunch with lots of happy strangers.

      'I like it traditional,' Nora said. 'What is Christmas without a turkey?'

      Marina told Nora she was a creature of habit. They opened their stockings in her room which was pale pink with a huge marble
            fireplace that roared so they could make believe it was cold outside.
         

      Her mother seemed to have friends wherever she went: tanned women with gold jewellery and houses that had belonged to Rudolph
            Valentino or Gloria Swanson. Kitty stole up to their bathrooms and tried on dusky scents with names like Giorgio and Poison.
         

      Nora took them to Disneyland, and Kitty wanted to go on the Peter Pan ride again and again. She convinced Sam that it was
            his favourite ride, so they could keep going back. Flying up, out of the Darlings' window over London, swooping down on the
            island of Never Never Land, which was sunny with a soundtrack.
         

      California orange juice was the best orange juice she'd ever tasted. Kitty thought maybe America was a decent place after
            all. At night the dry Santa Ana wind blew hotly over her as she slept, carrying away with it any thought of what they were
            doing at Hay on the first Christmas they were not a complete family.
         

      
        Dear Kitty,

      

      Your mother tells me that you are progressing well with your studies and that is good. I have just returned from Paris, which
            was unseasonably warm. If you need supplies ETC, please do not hesitate to call my secretary, Anna. She will assist you.
         

      You seem to be proficient at sport; keep up with the netball. Sports are good for keeping the mind straight.

      With all my best,

      R. Fitzgerald.

      ' "Proficient at sport", that's a good one,' Rosaria said.

      Mr Fitzgerald wrote her short informative letters every week, in neat, measured writing. Anna, the secretary, wrote cheery
            postscripts on his letters that made Kitty laugh. She noticed he never mentioned meeting her. When she wrote back she tried
            to impress him with her words, to create a technicolour version of herself that leapt off the page to meet him, but her letters
            felt pallid and bland like school rice pudding, and after writing them she felt like an imposter.
         

      Kitty owned one photograph of Mr Fitzgerald in which he looked happy, rich and slightly baffled, with a beard. The beard was
            distracting because she couldn't find her face underneath it. She studied the picture obsessively looking for a clue. There
            was the merest suggestion of a dimple on his left cheek, and that was it as far as she could see. Rosaria told her she had
            his smile, but as it was obscured by the beard in the photograph, Kitty told her to shut up if she didn't have anything constructive
            to say.
         

      Mr Fitzgerald lived with Mrs Fitzgerald in a huge white house in Eaton Square. Kitty knew this because she copied its address
            down from his letters, and one Saturday half-term afternoon on their way to Miss Selfridge she and Rosaria peered through
            its windows.
         

      'Looks cold and miserable,' Rosaria said.

      'Poor him. Shall we send him an anonymous dressing gown? Or break in, like in The Little Princess . . . His life should be
            less bare than this. Do you think she's foul to him?' Kitty sought out signs of a colourful internal life, a record, a bunch
            of flowers, an ashtray, but she saw nothing that revealed him, just the plush antiseptic of a show home.
         

      'Pussy-whipped, most likely. Let's go.' Rosaria spun round on her small heel.

      
        Her mother was fearful of the cold. She loved squashy overstuffed sofas and paintings, and the rooms to be filled to bursting
               with flowers, molten with fires roaring. She said she liked comfort. She understood better than anyone that school was cold,
               and she sent Kitty beautiful thermal pyjamas from New York, and a cashmere-covered hot water bottle with her initials on it.
            

      

      Mr Fitzgerald never minded that men were after her mother, she said it herself. The part she didn't say out loud was that
            it was because he understood that she was beautiful and impetuous and men would always love her. Kitty didn't mind either
            because it meant she got bountiful presents from people she'd never met, who were just trying to get into her mother's good
            graces. One Christmas, she got £500-worth of vouchers from HMV. Inexplicably, the one after, lingerie from Janet Reger, which
            her mother deemed inappropriate and hid until Kitty was 'old enough'.
         

      
        June proved triumphant, the Federal Express man was kind. Kitty received the ultimate benediction: a letter, Smyth son writing
               paper covered in her mother's childish curly hand. With that same familiar hand her mother released her from purdah. Marina
               explained that Swami-ji had appeared to her in a vision and informed her that all of her children should be in the same country,
               and she had written him a letter to check it wasn't a spiritual crossed wire, and he had written back confirming that yes,
               it was a good thing, he had meditated upon it. Kitty should come to New York.
            

      

      Swami-ji was temporarily Kitty's hero, and during prep she ran up to the empty dormitory and cradled his photograph, whispering,
            'Thank you, thank you.' She took to sleeping with it under her pillow, like a charm.
         

      Maybe her letters had made her mother miss her. Maybe her mother had noticed how brightly Kitty's shoes and hair shone when
            she saw her at half term. Evie had laughed when, on the rare Friday nights her mother was in England, Kitty wore face masks
            and rag curlers to bed like a spinster aunt with no one to take her out on a Saturday.
         

      'Are you getting ready for your boyfriend?' she hooted as Kitty lay carefully on her pillow, head upright.

      'No, my mother,' she wanted to say. But who could understand why she wanted to have curly hair and flawless skin for her own
            mother? Why she cared what knickers she wore to go home in and how she begged Imogen Holliday to lend her a pale-pink bra
            made by Sloggi? She knew it was strange, but she thought maybe a bit of Imogen Holliday would rub off on her, permeate through
            her white skin, all the way down to her bones, until they were shiny and new like a Christmas ten-pound note.
         

      She smiled at everyone. Nothing could touch her. At suppertime when Veronica poured salt in her tea she didn't care.

      'Why are you looking so pleased, you little whore? Did you get ten per cent in your maths instead of five?'

      'I'm moving to New York. I'm going to live with my mother,' she answered dreamily.

      'No you are not. You're a liar.' Veronica's face became an angry ham, red and pulsing with arterial veins.

      'She is, actually,' said Rosaria, pouring sugar on her white bread and butter.

      Veronica paused.

      'I don't believe you. Everyone knows your mother doesn't want you. Why should she suddenly want you now? If she wanted you
            why did she take your brother and sister to New York and not you? I heard Ma'am Rachel say two illegits are enough to travel
            round the world with like suitcases. She says you'll be here for the duration, because you're difficult and your mother can't
            cope with you.'
         

      Ma'am Rachel was their matron. She was a real bitch.

      'My mother didn't want to disrupt my education,' Kitty said, parroting what she knew. 'And Sam and Violet are not illegitimate.'

      'Perfectly sensible,' said Rosaria in a grown-up way. 'If I was your mother, Veronica, I would have sent you away at birth.
            To live with a Hottentot tribe. Perhaps they would have liked you. But probably not. They certainly would have wanted to eat
            you, you're so juicy and fat.' She took a measured bite of her bread and sugared butter.
         

      Veronica was rendered speechless, and purple-faced she lurched off to torture the African toads in the science block.

      
        'Oh Kitty,' Rosaria said, 'I can come and stay in the Christmas holidays and we can ice skate in Central Park where we'll
               bump into Johnny Depp and Luke Perry and they can take us to see The Nutcracker, after which we'll go to Studio 54 and dance all night.'
            

      

      
        Kitty had a feeling Studio 54 was closed but she said nothing. She would love Rosaria for ever. Her haughtiness always made people stand down, even the
               foulest teachers. When Kitty had babies Rosaria would be their godmother, she decided, and Kitty's children could wear her
               shoes when they played dressing up.
            

      

      The night before term ended, they played truth-or-dare. Kitty always chose truth, because she didn't have anything to lie
            about yet.
         

      'What turns you on?' Laura Hill asked.

      'Oh you know, the usual things,' Kitty said in the dark.

      'No, we don't know; it's specific to you, which is the whole point of the game. Don't be a bad sport.'

      
        'Fine, well, OK, the usual things like that bit in Lady Chatterly, uh girls on page three who wear stockings and suspender belts, Seal and Adamski, that feeling when you go over a bridge, and
               um . . . trains.'
            

      

      The silence felt infinitely longer in the dark.

      'Very strange, Kitty,' Imogen said. 'Very strange indeed.'

      Kitty flushed.

      'Well, what turns you on?'

      'It's not my go, but, boys with blue eyes and dark hair, and Chris the Australian tennis instructor when he fingered me behind
            the music room.'
         

      'Gross, Imo,' Olivia said.

      She and Rosaria perched awkwardly on Kitty's bed.

      'Do you think you'll meet Mr Fitzgerald when you move to New York?' Olivia whispered.

      'Unlikely. Besides, it would spoil his mystery.'

      
        Rosaria and she held hands and cried as if the world would soon end.

      

      'Promise you'll write every week.'

      'I will write to you every week,' Kitty said.

      Bestemama and Bestepapa had gone to a wedding in Sweden, and the local taxi driver drove her to the airport, after promising
            Mrs Phelan he would see her to the door. The year's worth of belongings in her trunk felt insubstantial, as she pushed it
            to the check-in desk.
         

      Kitty felt nothing as the plane took off. Swami-ji had deemed it so and that was proof. The living, breathing, spiritual proof
            that she had to come home. Perhaps he knew, in his infinite wisdom, that she would be a devoted devotee now, no longer mocking
            his chanting, or thinking sexy thoughts while she meditated. If it meant she got to stay at home, Kitty decided she might
            even shave her head, like his friends in the photographs.
         

      She saw England beneath her, in miniature like a toy town.

      Her mother would make up with Bestemama and Bes-tepapa, they would all have breakfast at Tiffany's. Rosaria could come for
            the holidays. She would love it. Kitty knew it would all be fine, though she wished she had had her split ends trimmed in
            the advent of seeing her mother. New York was magic, her mother had made this clear.
         

      New York, home of the English muffin, the Beastie Boys, Central Park muggers and Victoria's Secret, and now Kitty. She turned
            on her Walkrnan and smiled.
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