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        Chapter One

        ‘So anyway, Charlie here turned to me
            and said, “Okay, Charlotte, if you’re such a crack shot, how about a game of
            strip shooting in the field!” – expecting me to swoon and reach for the vapours or
            something. So I said, “All right, you bastard, you’re on!”’

        I took a sip of wine to steady my nerves and
            gazed at my raconteuring hostess over the mahogany dining table. I certainly
            couldn’t look at Charlie’s wife, Lavinia, down the other end.

        ‘So out we all went with our
            shotguns,’ Charlotte went on, ‘drunk as skunks – well, Charlie and I
            certainly were – into the paddock, and someone managed to focus long enough to send up
            the clays and I hoisted Daddy’s Purdey up into my shoulder and – well!’ She
            paused, suspending animation just long enough to draw a few dutiful gasps of admiration
            from her guests. ‘Blow me if I didn’t get every single one of those clays
            and these bastards didn’t get a dicky bird!’

        Raucous laughter and much table thumping
            greeted this, particularly from my husband who was going to put his fist through his
            side plate in a minute. I watched as he roared away, his round, moon-like face gleaming
            as red as the foppish hanky sticking out of his breast pocket, upper lip perspiring
            freely, eyes gleaming lasciviously.

        ‘And did they?’ he bellowed.
            ‘Strip?’

        ‘You bet they did!’ came back
            the retiring Charlotte. ‘Stark bollock naked every single one of them and
            I had them standing to attention presenting arms – amongst other things – before I moved along the ranks inspecting them with a riding crop – ha
            ha!’

        ‘Oh, Charlotte, you
                didn’t!’ shrieked a horsy girl to my left. ‘You are a
                scream!’

        Yes, wasn’t she just? I didn’t
            notice Lavinia screaming too much though. I glanced at her flushed face. She’d
            just about managed to bare her teeth in a brave semblance of a smile as she pushed a
            piece of Brie around her plate. I sipped my wine and flashed a look at Charlotte’s
            husband, Boffy, wondering how he was taking all this. On what passed for his chin,
            apparently, judging by the way he was doubled up with mirth, spluttering Stilton down
            his red braces. Clearly he couldn’t have been more pleased that his wife took such
            a keen interest in other men’s anatomy.

        As I gazed around the table at the assembled
            port-swilling, braying throng, it did occur to me to wonder, though, whether I was being
            entirely fair here. Wasn’t I being just a little bit jaundiced on account of the
            company? A little bit partisan? If this had been a dinner party at one of my
            friends’ houses for instance, and had it been Kate, say, or Alice doing the
            storytelling, might I not have found it amusing? Wasn’t it just the fact that it
            was one of Harry’s friends that made it all so puerile?

        ‘Rosie, get that port moving,’
            bellowed my shy hostess. ‘I’ve got a hell of a thirst on over
            here!’

        ‘Oh, sorry.’ I dutifully shoved
            along the ship’s decanter which had obviously been stuck in front of me for some
            time and cleared my throat which was dry from lack of use.

        ‘Actually,’ I said bravely,
            trying to catch Harry’s bloodshot eye, ‘I think we’d better be making
            a move soon. I told the baby-sitter midnight and it’s half past
            already …’

        ‘Is it?’ Charlotte flashed up
            her Rolex. ‘Christ! I’ve got a bridge lesson first thing in the morning.
            Come on, you lot, get out of here. Go on, bugger off. I’ll get the
            Hoover out in a minute!’

        There was a great deal of laughing and
            scraping back of chairs but not many bottoms were off the tapestry seat covers quite as
            smartly as mine. Two seconds later I had my coat on and my bag firmly over my shoulder.
            Five minutes went by and I was still smiling fixedly, waiting patiently as Harry did his
            usual protracted round of leave-taking, slapping backs heartily and collecting
            prospective engagements wherever he could.

        ‘Charlie! It’s been far too
            long, we must get together again soon … Oh, really? On Thursday? No, not a
            thing, yes, we’d love to come, wouldn’t we, darling? Hey, Rosie, social
            secretary – wake up! Drinks party on Thursday night all right?’

        ‘Charlie and Lavinia live in
            Hampshire, Harry,’ I said quietly.

        ‘So what? Won’t take long,
            we’ll be there in an hour, won’t we, Charlie? Charlie?’

        Charlie broke off from talking to someone
            else. He turned to Harry as if he couldn’t quite remember him. ‘Hour and a
            half from central London, old boy.’

        ‘Much as that, eh? Can’t think
            why you live out there in the sticks, takes me eight and a half minutes to get to Sloane
            Square!’

        Charlie raised his eyebrows. ‘Eight
            and a half minutes? I’m only halfway down my drive.’

        Much guffawing greeted this, with Harry
            promising, nonetheless, that we’d be there come hell or high water, eh, Rosie?

        ‘Fine,’ I said nodding,
            grinning, and wishing to God Harry wouldn’t do this. If Charlie had wanted us
            there in the first place he’d have sent us an invitation. I gave a tight little
            smile. ‘We’d love to come, Charlie.’

        Finally we were at the door, planting more
            kisses, making more false promises.

        ‘Rosie, do come and make up a
            bridge four some time,’ insisted Charlotte. ‘I know you’re crap but it
            doesn’t matter in the least, no one minds, really!’

        ‘You’re sweet,’ I lied.
            ‘And I’ll ring you, really I will. Thanks so much, Charlotte, it was a
            lovely evening, delicious supper. ’Night, Boffy.’ I pecked their cheeks.

        ‘’Bye, darlings!’
            Charlotte carolled as we went off into the night. ‘And don’t forget to ring,
            Rosie!’

        ‘I won’t!’ I waved back to
            the light of the hall, keeping a bright smile going at the two figures silhouetted
            within it. At last the blue front door closed on them, shutting us out, leaving us to
            the welcoming cold night air. I gave a sigh of relief as it enveloped us and huddled
            down into my coat, breathing the icy wind in gratefully as I made my way along the
            slippery pavement to the car.

        I got in quickly and waited, hand poised on
            the ignition, watching in the rear-view mirror as Harry made his habitually slow,
            stumbling progress round the back to his side. He fumbled with the handle, missed, tried
            again, opened it, and then with a great grunt lowered himself into the passenger seat.
            His huge bulk spilled out over the handbrake, his knees ending up somewhere near his
            nose. He sank back happily and sighed.

        ‘Ahhh … well done,
            darling,’ he patted my hand. ‘Very well done indeed. I think that went
            extremely smoothly. Nine and a half, I’d say.’

        I ground my teeth and turned the ignition.
            ‘Good,’ I murmured, wisely keeping my counsel. Gone were the days when
            I’d upbraid Harry for his loathsome habit of giving an evening marks out of ten
            when we’d just been to supper with someone who owned a grouse moor, or a salmon
            river, or a chalet in Switzerland, or any other sort of action that Harry might want a slice of. No, the last thing I wanted was a heated row on the way
            home, only to crawl into bed with a raging headache, tossing and turning all night as
            Harry snored for England beside me.

        As we purred slowly down the narrow,
            lamp-lit Fulham street, Harry settled his head back on the rest and closed his eyes.

        ‘Just one teeny point though,
            darling,’ he murmured. ‘You were a bit sort of – quiet tonight. Bit mousy.
            You must try to loosen up with my friends, you know. I know you find them intimidating
            but they won’t bite. It’s all a question of confidence.’ There was a
            pause. ‘Oh, and one other thing.’ He turned his head towards me. ‘I
            overheard you talking to Boffy about going horse racing. It’s racing actually,
            sweetie. A small point, but one worth remembering, eh?’

        I didn’t answer, just ground my teeth
            some more. Don’t rise, Rosie, just don’t rise.

        ‘All right to drive, my love?’
            he went on sleepily. ‘Not sure I’m up to it tonight, feeling a bit
            kippy.’

        ‘Of course I’m all right,’
            I muttered, wondering why he even bothered to ask. I always drove home; in fact these
            days it was nip and tuck whether Harry could actually drive to a party
            depending on how many pre-dinner whiskies he’d sunk in his bath beforehand. I
            sighed and shunted up a gear. Oh, so what, Rosie, let him drink, at least it puts him to
            sleep, doesn’t it? I glanced hopefully across at his slumbering profile but –
            hello, the eyelids were flickering again. He’d obviously remembered something
            crucial. He blinked his pale blue eyes and grinned into the night.

        ‘I say, Charlotte’s an awfully
            good sort, isn’t she?’

        Sort of what? I was tempted to ask. Sort of
            witch? Sort of trollop? But I knew better than that. I gave a twisted smile. ‘Yes,
            isn’t she.’

        ‘Sound quite fun, these little bridge
            parties of hers. Why don’t you go along? Do you good.’

        I gripped the steering wheel hard, thinking
            I’d rather haemorrhage from the navel. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Harry,
            how can I possibly play bridge when I’ve got Ivo to look after? What d’you
            expect him to do, sit in his high chair and count the rubbers?’

        ‘Rubbers?’ He looked startled.
            ‘Aren’t they – condoms or something?’

        I grinned. ‘No, Harry, it’s a
            bridge term, although actually it wouldn’t surprise me if condoms did make an
            appearance soon. If Charlotte’s giving nude shooting parties it won’t be
            long before she spices up her bridge afternoons too, turns them into Ann Summers parties
            or something.’ I smiled to myself. Privately I’d always thought the C was
            silent in Charlotte’s name.

        Harry frowned, confused. ‘Ann Summers?
            Don’t think we know her, do we? Ah yes, got it, pretty little red-head, met her at
            the Compton-Burnetts’ – father’s a bishop?’

        ‘Well, if he is, he’s bitterly
            disappointed,’ I muttered as I swerved dangerously round a midnight cyclist with
            an apparent death wish. ‘No, forget it, Harry, you don’t know her, but the
            point is I can’t do anything remotely social during the day until Ivo goes to
            nursery school, can I? And that won’t be for ages.’

        ‘Well, get a nanny, everyone else has
            got one,’ he said petulantly.

        I dug my nails fiercely into the mock
            leather trim of the wheel. This was an age-old bone of contention.

        ‘Everyone that you know has
            got one, everyone that I know either looks after their children or has a nanny because
            they go to work, they don’t fiddle-fart around at bridge parties and coffee
            mornings. But look, darling,’ I said quickly, seeing him bridle,
            ‘let’s not discuss it now, okay? I’m tired and I just want to get home
            and go to bed.’

        ‘Fine,’ he said tersely.
            ‘Fine. All I’m saying, Rosie, is don’t expect invitations to shoot in
            Northumberland to fall into your lap, okay? You have to be prepared to put in a bit of
            groundwork first, you know!’

        I smiled. Ah, so that’s what this was
            all about. Shooting in Northumberland. Yes, well, I’d had such a terrific time
            there last year, no doubt I’d be round at Charlotte’s first thing tomorrow,
            sharpening my pencils, turning in my tricks and singing for my supper with the rest of
            the gang. I sighed. Last year, due to the fact that one of the husbands couldn’t
            keep his hands off the cook, goosing her every time she bent down to put the roast pork
            in the oven and then lying prostrate on her bed, naked but for a wooden spoon in his
            mouth and a strategically placed oven glove, the poor girl had finally collapsed in a
            heap and walked out, leaving muggins here to pick up the pieces and cook for fourteen.
            Well, it was either that or starve.

        ‘Where are we going to find another
            one?’ they’d all squeaked hysterically, looking around the room as if by
            chance they might find a stray cook hiding behind the sofa. ‘We’ll never get
            one from an agency at such short notice!’

        ‘Of course we won’t,’
            I’d said shortly, making my way to the kitchen. ‘We’ll have to do it
            ourselves.’

        ‘Oh, good old Rosie,’
            they’d all chorused, ‘she’ll take the helm! Thank goodness someone
            knows what they’re doing. I couldn’t boil an egg!’ Which left me to
            wonder, as they tore off to the tennis courts gaily swinging their rackets again, how it
            was that they were all so hale and hearty. You’d think they’d all have
            wasted away by now, wouldn’t you?

        ‘Yes, well, I’m not altogether
            sure I want another busman’s holiday,’ I said as lightly as possible.

        ‘You said you didn’t mind,’
            Harry said huffily. ‘I distinctly remember, you said you quite enjoyed
            it.’

        ‘I didn’t particularly
            mind,’ I said levelly, ‘I just don’t want to do it again, that’s
            all.’

        There was a long pause.

        ‘I was very proud of you,’ he
            said abruptly. ‘Stepping in like that.’

        I sighed. ‘Yes, I know you
            were.’

        God, yes, I remembered his face when
            everyone had patted me on the back and said what a little star I was, how he’d
            glowed and glowed with pride until I thought he was going to explode. And then, when
            everyone had disappeared to the courts, how he’d trotted off after them, last as
            usual, his thick legs rubbing together in his too-tight white shorts. I remembered
            watching him go, standing at the kitchen window, surrounded by eight uncooked lobsters
            and not a single offer of help from anyone.

        ‘I just wonder if you should have been
            quite so proud,’ I said quietly. ‘I felt as though – well, as though somehow
            we were paying our way.’

        ‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous,’
            he scoffed. ‘Charlotte and Boffy are my oldest friends! I don’t have to buy
            my way into their house!’

        Have to attend a few bridge parties though,
            make the right noises at the right social events, don’t we? I thought
            privately.

        Actually I hadn’t minded doing the
            cooking that weekend. I’d put on my apron and rolled up my sleeves with alacrity,
            anything to get away from this hearty, bellowing crowd who did nothing but shriek about
            what a good time they were having and guffaw at unfunny jokes. In the beginning, when
            Harry and I were first married, I’d thought perhaps I was missing the point. They
            were, after all, a good ten years older than I was and so naturally more
            sophisticated. In time, I thought, I’d get the jokes. But then I realized there
            was nothing to get. ‘Having fun’ was simply what they did, it was their
            raison d’être, and if something wasn’t funny they’d roar with laughter
            anyway. These were rich, aimless people, buoyed up by trust funds, daddies in the City
            and the most exclusive educations money could buy. From a very early age they’d
            taken a long, cool look at themselves, found themselves to be utterly flawless and with
            that conviction ringing soundly in their ears had marched off from the nursery to shout
            as loudly as they could and do as they blinking well liked. Not for the likes of
            Charlotte and Boffy the anxiety and shyness most mortals suffer. Not for them the
            anxious words in the car on the way home from parties – ‘You know when I said
            Amanda had lost weight, you don’t think she thought I meant she was grossly
            overweight before, do you?’ Or, ‘When I said their Tommy was a quiet little
            thing, did it sound like I thought he was retarded?’ No, no, Harry’s friends
            were all imbued with the utmost self-confidence. They lacked for nothing in their lives,
            except humility.

        I sighed and swung the wheel into the
            Wandsworth Bridge Road. And I’d tried, I really had. In the beginning I’d
            been so keen to get on with Harry’s crowd, to find a girlfriend, a kindred spirit,
            one who perhaps wasn’t as boisterous and outrageous as the rest, but they were all
            the same, and whereas at first I’d been in awe of them, thinking them such a fast,
            zany bunch, now they just made my head ache. And Harry too? I glanced across at him
            sitting next to me, head back, mouth open, pudgy hands clasped limply across his
            pinstriped waistcoat, snoring soundly. I smiled ruefully. The real irony was that when
            I’d first met Harry I’d thought him so different from the rest. What I
            hadn’t known was that this wasn’t by choice.

        We’d met in Ireland, also at a house
            party, but this time it was very much a legitimate working weekend for me, as the cook,
            the hired help. It wasn’t the sort of thing I usually did, I mostly cooked in
            London, working with a friend who had her own catering business, but an agency had rung
            at the last minute and begged me to take the job because some other girl had dropped out
            and the clients were apoplectic with rage. This, in itself, should have been enough to
            set alarm bells ringing, but instead I said, ‘Oh all right, I’ll do
            it,’ and the following morning saw me setting off across the Irish Sea
            singlehandedly to cook breakfast, lunch, tea and dinner for fifteen guns and their
            wives.

        Now under normal circumstances I
            wouldn’t be nearly such a mug, but the truth was I was dying to get away from
            London and any excuse would do. I badly needed to bolt. You see, I’d just come to
            the end of a very one-sided relationship – heavy on my side and feather-light on his –
            with an extremely attractive landscape gardener called Rupert, who for the last nine
            months I’d considered to be the most delectable thing in faded corduroy trousers.
            Twinkly-eyed, tousled-haired, fatal sexy grin – he was the whole delicious package and I
            was smitten. True, I only managed to see him on Tuesday, Thursday and Sunday nights but
            that was because pressing tree surgery business took up the other evenings. He was a
            very busy man. Wednesday evenings therefore found me at a comparatively loose end, and
            if there was nothing on the telly, I tended to while away the hours pumping iron in the
            local gym.

        One particular Wednesday I was down at my
            club as usual, keeping one eye out for royalty and another on the rampant cellulite,
            pounding away on my immobile bike, when the girl on the adjacent bicycle, with whom
            I’d previously only been on smiling terms, suddenly struck up a conversation.

        ‘Fancy a break?’ she puffed, pink
            leotard dark with perspiration.

        ‘Oh – yes!’ I gasped back
            piteously.

        Needing no further prompting, we shot off to
            the cafe together. As we sat there in a window seat, basking in the beams of hazy
            evening sunshine which bounced off our sweaty heads, happily guzzling our high-calorie
            hot chocolates, we naturally, as strangers do, swapped our most intimate details. Fat,
            of course, was first and foremost on the agenda. Fat on thighs, fat on bottoms, fat on
            tummies and amid cries of ‘Oh, don’t be silly, my bottom’s
                much bigger than yours!’ we struck up a cosy camaraderie. Hair
            removal came next – waxing on my part, electrocution on hers – and then, of course, men.
            And, strangely, it transpired she had a similar problem. You see, it turned out that my
            new friend was also in love with a man she could only pin down to certain nights of the
            week, namely Monday, Friday and Saturday. Coincidentally, this man was also a tree
            surgeon and funnily enough … he was also called Rupert. I remember us staring
            at each other incredulously, skins forming on our cooling hot chocolates as slowly the
            respective pennies dropped with a resounding ‘clunk’. Leg warmers tightened,
            trainers creaked, headbands shrank with horror until at last we found our voices and
            shrieked –

        ‘No!’

        ‘I don’t believe
            it!’

        ‘How could he!’

        ‘He
            couldn’t !’

        ‘He bloody has!’

        ‘The BASTARD!’

        Quite a lot more outraged screaming and
            shouting took place before we stood up as one, threw our coats over our damp leotards
            and strode out into the night.

        Tight-lipped we hailed a taxi and trundled
            round to Draycott Terrace where, of course, being Wednesday, we found him in, having his
            one night of the week off games. His bemused flatmate let us in and there was Rupert,
            stretched out on a sofa, watching EastEnders, eating an Indian takeaway and
            quietly picking his nose. Together we stood over his astonished form and told him, in
            graphic detail, exactly where he could put his trees and what sort of surgery we thought
            he really needed. Pink Leotard even went so far as to tip his Vindaloo into his corduroy
            crotch, which I thought was a nice touch.

        That was the Wednesday. On Thursday I was
            still incensed, but by Friday the misery had well and truly set in. It was the end of me
            and Rupert and it was also, I determined, the end of my flirtation with the main squeeze
            of the species. You see, up until now I’d always eschewed these fast, glamorous
            men as being far too dangerous for me, my predilection always being for the sidekicks of
            life. Why, even at school, whilst other girls lusted after Napoleon Solo, I went for
            Ilya Kuryakin, while some screamed for Le Bon, I guitared with Taylor, and whilst some
            yearned for Bodie, I dreamed of Doyle. I’d felt happier that way, more
            comfortable, more at ease with my ever so slightly upper hand, and that’s how it
            should have stayed. Until Rupert. The main attraction, the sublime tree surgeon
            who’d felled me at the knees.

        Well, never again, I told myself firmly as I
            sobbed into the sofa in my flat that Friday night. Never, never again. It was back to
            the bargain basement for me, back to riffling through the rails hoping to find something
            more suitable, something someone else had cast aside maybe. Something a little bald, a
            little short, a little fat, a little thin – something I could do something
            with. And that’s where I found Harry.

        The agency had telephoned as I sobbed out my
            resolve into my cushion and I took the job out of sheer desperation.

        ‘It’s in Ireland,’ they
            pointed out.

        ‘I don’t care!’ I
            sobbed.

        ‘You’d have to leave
            tonight.’

        ‘Even better!’

        ‘You’ll be rushed off your
            feet.’

        ‘It’ll numb the pain!’

        And that was how it came to pass that the
            following day I found myself on the west coast of Ireland, standing at a vast wooden
            table in the middle of a huge old kitchen that looked like something out of Mrs Beeton,
            staring miserably at a dozen woodcock that all needed plucking, gutting and cooking, and
            with the firm promise of a dozen more to follow shortly.

        An hour and a half later with only three
            birds plucked, covered in feathers, guts and blood, and feeling decidedly ill and close
            to tears, I heard the crunch of tyres on the gravel outside. Glancing up, I saw a dirty
            old Land Rover draw up alongside the window. I remember thinking with horror – and a
            certain amount of mutiny – that if this was the other dozen birds appearing I’d
            either burst into tears or take the first ferry home, when out of the cab jumped Harry.
            He was wearing a rather smart lovat green shooting ensemble and bearing not six brace of
            woodcock but a bottle of champagne.

        He was a huge blond man, six foot five at
            least and very broad, but without the weight he’s carrying now. As he strode into
            the kitchen brandishing his bottle, it seemed to me the whole room went dark. I paused
            in mid-pluck, gazing up at this giant, waiting for yet more orders from on high.
            Instead, he took one look at my wobbly face and the feather-strewn kitchen, told me to
            go and wash my hands and face and he’d do the rest. True to his
            word, he sat down on a stool, dragged a bin between his knees and set about expertly
            de-fluffing the smelly beasts while I sat beside him sniffing and sipping my chilled
            champagne. I could have kissed him. And of course that’s all I should have done.
            Instead, I married him. Not just like that, of course, it was a few more months before I
            actually became Mrs Harry Meadows, but it was a fairly snap decision for such a
            momentous one.

        Looking back, I’m not at all sure it
            didn’t have a lot to do with my condition at the time of that very first meeting.
            I was so emotionally exhausted and pathetically grateful to this enormous, kindly – or
            so I thought – bear of a man, that I think I decided there and then that I’d been
            treated too shabbily for too long by too many smooth-talking handsome bastards – one,
            actually, for all of nine months – and that this straightforward, capable, decent man
            would do very nicely, thank you. Let’s face it, I was rebounding like a cannon
            ball and I was flying faster than the speed of light. Someone had to catch me; it
            happened to be Harry.

        I told myself I liked his eyes – blue,
            can’t go wrong, Rosie – and his reassuring broad shoulders, and as far as I
            remember he made me laugh, which is strange, because he hasn’t since. If I’m
            honest, I also liked the fact that I was better looking than he was, which was saying
            something actually, because at the time I was a good stone overweight and had just had
            an ambitiously short ‘elfin’ haircut which, considering I have neither the
            ‘elfin’ face nor the figure to back it up, resulted in me looking like a fat
            little pixie. But Harry saw none of this. I was blonde, I had beautiful green eyes – his
            words, not mine – my skin was peachy (ditto), I was voluptuous (the less said about that
            the better) and I was all his heart desired. Well. What could I say? If he was smitten
            then I could be too, and I sank back into the whole cosy relationship
            with a monumental sigh of relief. I didn’t have to try too hard, didn’t have
            to be too witty, too amusing, too beautiful, didn’t have to jump through any more
            hoops. It was like landing on a feather mattress after all those years of being Out
            There.

        He was older than I was (by about ten
            years), taller than me (by about a foot) and yes, okay, maybe he was a bit pompous, a
            bit pleased with himself and a teensy bit on the dull side, particularly when he’d
            drunk too much, which was more than occasionally, but my goodness who
                didn’t have their faults and he was, after all, a basically nice man,
            wasn’t he?

        I bit my lip and shifted angrily down to
            third as I took the bend too sharply at the Wandsworth roundabout. Harry lolled sleepily
            to one side, his head propped up against the window, mouth wide open, a tiny trace of
            dribble appearing at the side of it.

        Mummy, of course, had been delighted.
            She’d opened the front door, taken one look at the whopping great sapphire on my
            left hand and almost gone down on her knees and kissed the hem of his Barbour, she was
            so excited. Beaming widely, she’d taken him firmly by the arm and marched him
            straight into the sitting room to draw up a guest list for the wedding, and from then on
            it was like a bobsleigh ride to the altar. Mummy was at the helm and the telephone was
            rarely out of her hand.

        ‘He’s some sort of relation of
            Lord Something-or-other-of-Somewhere!’ I heard her squeak excitedly down the phone
            to her friend, Marjorie Burdett. ‘Imagine, if he dies, and then his
                cousin dies and then someone a bit further down the line dies,
            Rosie might even end up being a lady! She might end up doing even better than
            Philippa!’ This was almost too orgasmic for words and she dropped
            the telephone with a clatter on the reproduction hall table, because Philippa’s
            marriage, frankly, was hard to beat.

        Philippa was my elder sister. She was not
            only a beautiful, willowy, swan-like creature but also highly intelligent to boot. Some
            years back she’d taken time out from her hectic schedule at a London teaching
            hospital where she worked as an anaesthetist – oh yes, seriously intelligent – to come
            home for a local dance. It was here that she’d met, captivated, and consequently
            married – or ‘bagged’ as my mother so tastefully put it – an extremely rich
            local landowner who, according to Mummy, lived in ‘the only house in
            Gloucestershire really worth having, Marjorie!’

        Harry then, with his pretensions to
            nobility, summoned up all the latent suburban snobbery in my mother’s heart, and
            she went into overdrive the minute the engagement was announced. One day I was being
            whisked around Peter Jones to assemble my wedding list, the next she had me scrambling
            in and out of wedding dresses in Harrods, bullying the staff, reducing assistants – and
            sometimes me – to tears, dragging me into travel agents to check out the arrangements
            for the honeymoon, so that for one awful moment I was so confused I thought I was
            marrying my mother. All of this enthusiasm is perfectly normal in the mother of the
            bride, of course, but I couldn’t help thinking there was an element of
            about-bloody-time about it too, for as she never failed to remind me, I was in my late
            twenties. As late as you can get, in fact.

        The more the plans rolled on, the more she
            and Harry got on famously, with Mummy dribbling into her soup as snippets of
            well-connected friends and family fell from his lips. It didn’t seem to matter
            that Harry didn’t actually have a job, that he didn’t have much money, and
            that all he owned was a couple of small houses in Wandsworth and some
            mythical stocks and shares; the fact that he could mention Michael Heseltine in the same
            breath as the Duchess of Devonshire had my mother practically writhing on the carpet,
            kicking her heels and begging for more. I remember going upstairs with her one night
            after supper when Harry had regaled us with yet another close encounter with the late
            Laurens van der Post – so much easier for Harry if these friends were
            ‘late’, incidentally – and she actually squeezed my waist on the landing as
            she said goodnight.

        ‘You’ve done it, Rosie,’
            she breathed, ‘you’ve really done it!’

        I stared at her in amazement, and I remember
            thinking, how odd. After all those years of disapproval, all those years of scruffy
            clothes and unsuitable friends and no ambition, of giving her nothing but
            disappointment, in one fell stroke I’d pulled it off. I’d won her approval
            and maybe even her love. And by what? By bringing home a complete stranger. I blinked at
            her and, funnily enough, I didn’t recoil, I didn’t scoff, I didn’t
            bolt in horror. I just looked into her excited shining eyes and basked contentedly in
            their glow. It was so easy, you see, and it made such a change not to be fighting her,
            not to be the rebel. I never thought it had bothered me that I hadn’t managed to
            please her as much as Philly had, or my brother, Tom, Philly’s twin, but that
            night I went to bed feeling ridiculously, some would say pathetically, happy.

        My father of course was another matter. His
            love had always been strong, upfront and unconditional and when he heard the news, he
            went very quiet.

        ‘Well, if you’re happy, love,
            then that’s all that matters,’ he said at length.

        ‘But you do like him, don’t you,
            Daddy?’ I asked anxiously.

        ‘Of course I do. Of course.’

        We’d been sitting together on the old
            bench by the greenhouse and I remember sensing the tone of his voice, turning quickly,
            guiltily almost, for more reassurance. But he’d already stood up. He gathered up
            his gardening gloves, his secateurs, tapped his battered old hat smartly down on his
            head and moved on, down to the vegetable patch at the bottom of the garden. His tall
            frame moved as quickly and deliberately as ever, but was it my imagination or was there
            a slight droop to those shoulders, a drag in his step?

        That was the first time I can recall being
            uncertain. The second time was just before I walked down the aisle. As I stood at the
            door of our village church on my father’s arm, I suddenly had this overwhelming
            urge to rip my headdress off and run like crazy for the nearest number 9 bus. I gritted
            my teeth and told myself it was just pre-match nerves, and a second later ‘The
            Queen of Sheba’ struck up and I raised my chin and swept down the aisle. The third
            wave of uncertainty came an hour or so later, at our wedding reception in my
            parents’ garden. It was the charmless Charlotte actually, who, incredibly tight
            and looking flushed and hot in a God-awful pink hat, had swayed up to me and brayed,
            ‘Gosh, I do think you’re marvellous to take on dear old Humpty,
            Rosie! How incredibly brave of you! Lord only knows what you’re in
            for!’

        ‘H-Humpty?’ I stuttered.

        ‘Yes,’ she laughed gaily.
            ‘An old nursery name. I expect you had one, didn’t you?’

        I didn’t, and I was tempted to add I
            hadn’t had a nursery either, but something more galling than this deprivation
            struck me smack between the eyes with all the force of a runaway truck. Good God.
            I’d married Humpty Dumpty. I’d married the stooge, the fat boy of the gang,
            and not only that, I’d been brave, selfless, done something no one else in their right mind had wanted to do. I remember standing there in my
            cream silk gown, staring blankly after Charlotte as she sauntered away, gripping my
            glass, the champagne already feeling flat in my hand.

        After that my world went slowly darker as
            little by little the truth emerged. I’d married a man who, at thirty-nine, was
            desperate to marry. I was the fourth cook in a row he’d come back to help pluck
            the woodcock. It was the fourth bottle of champagne, the fourth
            mop-up-your-tears-Cinderella routine. It was a standing joke, how Humpty tried to get
            his leg over. But this time – get this – this time, not only had he got it
            over, I’d actually married him too! Cue raucous laughter, howling mirth,
            hysteria, and – cut. Because, wait a minute. How were they to know that I didn’t
            love him? How were they to know that it wasn’t a marriage made in heaven, eh?

        Sadly, though, I didn’t, and it
            wasn’t, so the joke was firmly on me. Because no sooner had I shaken the confetti
            from my hair than it became clear that Harry was not the man I’d imagined him to
            be. He wasn’t just harmless, he was foolish. He wasn’t solid, he was
            stationary – mostly lengthwise on a sofa with his eyes shut – and he wasn’t just a
            heavy drinker, he was – well, the less said the better. Instead, let’s move
            smartly on to the good news. My son, Ivo, precisely two years, two months old now,
            conceived on our honeymoon in India and born, funnily enough, nine months later. My
            darling boy – I smiled fondly over the steering wheel as I thought of him. My bright,
            blond, shining light who got me through my days, my marriage. The very epicentre of my
            world. For him, Harry – I glanced at him sideways – I thank you from the bottom of my
            heart. For him, I should be able to forgive you anything.

        As we drew up alongside our house in Meryton
            Road, I sat there in the dark, willing myself to feel something, to bring back, if not the love, at least the tenderness. Quietly I slipped my seat belt
            off and turned sideways in my seat. I gazed upon my sleeping husband. Try, Rosie. Try to
            summon up something. For Ivo. There must have been something there in the beginning,
            surely, some sort of magic. I reached out and stroked his hand.

        ‘Darling?’ I whispered.

        Not a flicker. On he snored.

        ‘Harry, darling, we’re
            home.’

        He smacked his huge chops and turned his
            face the other way.

        ‘Harry.’ I shook him.
            ‘Come on, it’s cold out here, wake up.’ I shook him a bit harder.
            ‘Come on, my love.’

        ‘Bugger off,’ he muttered.

        My hand froze on his.

        ‘Well, bugger you too, you stupid fat
            git!’ I roared.

        I slumped back in my seat. Yes, well, that
            had really brought back the magic, hadn’t it? Really summoned up the tenderness. I
            sighed. God, if only I’d married Mel Gibson, I’m sure I wouldn’t have
            had all this trouble. I looked at Harry, biting my thumbnail. I was sorely tempted to
            leave him there, to let him fight his own way out of the car at four in the morning, let
            him stagger up the frosty path, search hopelessly for his door key, wrestle with the
            latch, but I knew it was counterproductive. I’d only have to leap out of bed in
            the middle of the night to intercept him, to stop him crashing around and waking Ivo. I
            leaned over and found his ear.

        ‘Harry,’ I shouted, ‘if
            you stay here you’ll freeze to death!’ My eyes sparkled briefly in their
            tired old sockets at this, but I bade them dim. No, no. Only in your dreams, Rosie. On
            he snored.

        ‘Right!’ I screeched
            importantly. ‘That’s it !’

        I scrambled out of the car and ran round to
            Harry’s side. I flung open his door with a flourish. It was time
            for the Last Resort, a method thus far used only on a handful of occasions due to its
            inherent danger, but tonight was going to be one of them. I ran back to my side, got up
            on to my seat on all fours like a dog and began pushing Harry towards his open door. It
            was like moving a mountain. I put my shoulder against his and shoved for all I was
            worth, swearing and cursing, puffing and panting, when into my line of vision came an
            elderly man and his dog. They came along the pavement, stopped, and watched with
            interest, taking a moment out of their late-night constitutional to witness this piece
            of street theatre. I ignored them and pushed on regardless.

        ‘He’s going to fall on the
            pavement and crack his head open,’ the man observed at length.

        ‘That’s the idea,’ I
            muttered through clenched teeth.

        There was a pause.

        ‘Ah.’ He nodded. Reassured, he
            moved on up the street.

        Interesting exchange that, I thought,
            panting away. Obviously it was all right for me to inflict wilful bodily harm on my
            husband, it was accidental bodily harm that had bothered him. Finally, I gave one last
            superhuman push and Harry began to roll, and roll, and then j-u-s-t at the last minute
            as he was about to hit the pavement, he stuck his leg out and saved himself. Yes, well,
            he always did, didn’t he? I sat panting, marvelling as he swung the other
            leg round and somehow stumbled to his feet, like a dazed elephant coming round from a
            drugged dart. Extraordinary, I thought, that inherent instinct for survival. It seemed
            that Harry, like the poor, would always be with us.

        As he started to weave his way precariously
            up the garden path to the front door, I locked the car and quickly nipped past him,
            beating him to it. It was important at this juncture to stop him rapping on the knocker
            and hollering ‘What-shall-we-do-with-the-drunken-sailor?’
            through the letter box, as was his wont.

        ‘Well done,’ he muttered as I
            opened the door and hustled him through. ‘Well done, old thing.’ Oh yes, I
            forgot to mention that. When I married Harry, I’d been lucky enough to lose my
            Christian name as well as my surname. I was no longer Rosie Cavendish, but Old Thing
            Meadows.

        As I breathlessly steered him through to the
            sitting room, Alison, our baby-sitter, was already getting up from her chair, tucking
            her magazine in her bag and turning off the television.

        ‘Had a good evening?’ she asked
            shyly.

        ‘Lovely, thanks, Alison, how about
            you? Has Ivo been all right, everything okay?’

        ‘Oh yes, he’s been an absolute
            angel as usual. He woke up at about ten o’clock so I gave him a drink and he went
            straight back down again. I hope that was all right?’

        This was quite a long sentence for Alison
            and she went a bit pink. She was a sweet, shy girl of about seventeen from across the
            road who adored children, particularly Ivo.

        I smiled. ‘Of course, that’s
            exactly what I would have done. Well done.’ I had some money ready in my hand and
            I quickly slipped it into hers. ‘Sorry we were a bit late, by the way.’

        ‘Oh no, you weren’t really – oh!
            No, that’s far too much, Rosie.’ She looked at the notes in her hand.

        ‘No, please, take it.’

        Alison was the eldest of five children and
            money was tight across the road. I knew that this was her way of getting a few nice
            clothes; in fact I knew for certain that her shiny black sixties-style mac which
            she’d proudly shown me when she’d arrived had been bought with her
            baby-sitting money.

        ‘Thanks.’ She beamed. ‘I can
            get that miniskirt from Top Shop now.’

        ‘Oh good,’ I rejoined
            enthusiastically, and as I watched her glow with pleasure it occurred to me that perhaps
            that was what was missing from my life. A miniskirt from Top Shop.

        ‘Well, I’ll be off then,’
            she said. ‘’Night, Rosie. Goodnight, um, Mr Meadows.’ She looked
            nervously at Harry. She never knew quite what to call him or what to say to him. He
            stood swaying in the sitting-room doorway, blocking her path to the hall. She edged
            towards him but he didn’t move aside to let her through, instead he looked her up
            and down, his eyes running blatantly and rather mockingly over her youthful figure in
            her cropped Lycra top.

        ‘Ah, you’re off then, are you,
            um –’

        ‘Alison,’ I put in quickly. He
            never remembered her name and she’d been our baby-sitter for over a year now.

        ‘Ah, yes, Alison. Son and heir been
            behaving himself?’

        ‘Perfectly,’ she said, trying to
            edge past him.

        ‘Good, good.’ He shut his eyes
            and swayed dangerously. Oh God. He wasn’t just pissed, he was catastrophically
            drunk.

        ‘’Scuse me a minute,’ he
            muttered. ‘Must have a slash.’

        He turned and stumbled from the room, but
            instead of turning right to the loo, he turned left, and opened the cupboard where we
            keep the coats. Without turning on the light and before I could open my mouth to speak,
            he’d unzipped his flies and started peeing. Noisily. At length. Against the coats.
            As I stood there frozen with horror, I heard the unmistakable sound of water on plastic,
            and I just knew. I knew because I’d hung it there not a few hours ago. He was
            peeing all over Alison’s shiny new mac.

        Alison and I stood shoulder to shoulder,
            waiting, aghast, until the tinkling torrent subsided. There was a
            pause. Then a muffled, and slightly confused ‘Bugger’.

        A moment later, he staggered out.

        ‘I say, I’m awfully sorry,
            Abigail old thing, I appear to have pissed in your coat pocket.’

        It was at that moment that I knew for
            certain. I could no longer live with this man, he simply had to go.
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        Chapter Two

        In case you think I’m the sort of
            girl who’d divorce her husband on the strength of a pissed indiscretion after a
            party, I’d like to say I’m not. It was simply the straw that broke the
            camel’s back and one way and another my back was getting pretty humpy. It
            wasn’t as if we were in uncharted waters either, oh no, I’d been here
            before. Leaving Harry was nothing new. I’d packed twice, got to the end of the
            road twice, I’d even – after he’d prodded me in the middle of the night and
            mumbled, ‘Come on, pig, off to market,’ got as far as my parents’
            house once, but never Right Away. Never For Good. It was with a certain amount of
            trepidation, therefore, that I opened my eyes the following morning and tested my
            resolve. I explored it fairly tentatively at first, expecting it to cave in under the
            slightest pressure, but to my surprise it held firm, even after seven hours’
            sleep. In fact it came to me with such startling clarity that this was the day that I,
            Rosie Meadows, was destined to leave her husband, that I bounced out of bed with an
            alacrity I hadn’t shown in years.

        I tiptoed over to my dressing-table mirror
            and gazed at my reflection, hooking my straight blond hair back behind my ears. Did I
            look different? Did I look determined, decisive, as if I meant business? A pair of
            troubled green eyes stared anxiously back at me. Well, no, probably not, but the
            important thing was, I did mean it. This time I was certain. This time I was off.

        I crept around the bedroom, pulling on jeans
            and a jumper, being careful not to wake Harry, then stole from the
            room, shutting the door gently behind me.

        ‘Mu-mmy … Mu-mmy … Mu-mmy …’

        The steady chant that had originally woken
            me was getting louder now, and as I hastened across the landing I felt like a footballer
            trotting out from the tunnel to the roar of his fans on the terraces.
            ‘Mu-MMY!’ it crescendoed as I opened his door.

        ‘Iv-O!’ I responded
            enthusiastically as I reached into his cot, picking him up for our first clinch of the
            day. But not too clinchy, I decided hastily, dropping to my knees and wrestling him to
            the floor, he was always pretty pongy first thing. I struggled with a stinking nappy, a
            wriggling child, and a hermetically sealed box of baby wipes – some manufacturer’s
            joke – then snapping him into a clean nappy – I’d yet to summon up the courage to
            put him into pants – I hurried him into his clothes. Ivo’s big blue eyes gazed at
            me in amazement. Pyjamas were usually perfectly acceptable at the breakfast table.

        ‘Sorry, darling,’ I muttered,
            thrusting his legs into trousers and hoisting him on to my hip, ‘got to get out of
            here this morning. Got to get a wiggle on, as they say.’

        We hurried downstairs and Ivo watched from
            his high chair as I whizzed around the kitchen, snapping machines on as I went. Toaster,
            kettle, microwave and washing machine whirred into action as I buttered toast, warmed
            milk, washed clothes and threw coffee down my neck. I badly wanted to go and break the
            news to Alice and I was keen to leave before Harry had a chance to intercept me. I
            didn’t particularly want him to spot the marital meltdown message that I felt sure
            was written all over my face.

        But no such luck. Ten minutes later, just as
            I was spooning the last of the Ready Brek into Ivo’s mouth with one hand and unloading the dishwasher with the other, the doorway suddenly
            filled up with stripy blue pyjama. Harry yawned, stretched, and scratched his head like
            a great bear.

        ‘Oooh, dear me. Feel a bit liverish
            this morning.’ He patted his tummy tentatively. This was Harry’s usual
            euphemism for a stonking great hangover. He looked me up and down and frowned.
            ‘You’re dressed early.’

        ‘Am I?’ I said guiltily.
            ‘Oh well, I just thought – you know, it’s such a lovely morning, I thought
            I’d take Ivo to the park.’

        He gave an incredulous grunt and lowered
            himself slowly down at the kitchen table. There he sat, waiting to be served. I made a
            mug of coffee and set it in front of him.

        ‘Nasty feeling I’m in
            disgrace,’ he muttered as he stirred it. ‘Seem to remember I was out of
            order last night.’

        ‘No more than usual,’ I said
            lightly.

        ‘Tell the girl I’m sorry, would
            you? Spastic colon.’ For a moment I thought he was insulting Alison again but then
            he went on, ‘Doctor says it’s quite common in chaps of my age. You know,
            with my levels of stress.’

        Stress! I boggled quietly into the
            washing-up.

        ‘Says it’s all linked up with my
            irritable bowel.’

        ‘Ah, right.’ Personally I
            couldn’t see what his irritable bowel had to do with peeing in the coat cupboard,
            but I let it pass. ‘You should get that seen to then,’ I said, humouring
            him. ‘Go and see a specialist. I seem to remember I booked an appointment for you
            once, someone Tom recommended in Harley Street. Did you ever go?’

        ‘Certainly not,’ he growled.
            ‘Don’t want some fellow peering up my arse.’

        ‘It was a woman actually.’

        ‘Christ!’ Harry spat his coffee
            across the table. ‘Jesus, the lengths some women will go to to get their hands on
            a fellow!’

        I considered this, elbows deep in suds.
            ‘You mean, you think she spent five years at medical school purely in the hope
            that she might one day peep up the male backside?’

        ‘Don’t joke, Rosie,’ he
            growled. ‘Believe me, there are some desperate women out there.’

        I looked round at his glowering form hunched
            over his coffee in his M&S extra large pyjamas, his fair hair flopping over his
            forehead. ‘Oh, I don’t doubt it, Harry, and you’re right, it’s
            no joke. It’s not safe for a man like you to walk the streets these days with so
            many predatory women lurking about. I’m amazed you even venture out of the
            house.’

        Harry gave me a quick, suspicious look.
            ‘What’s up with you this morning anyway?’ he said sharply.
            ‘You’re being very pert. Very … puckish.’

        ‘Am I? Sorry.’ I instantly
            dropped the puckishness and reverted to doormat mode, hiding my guilty face in the sink
            and scrubbing a pan vigorously. God, I mustn’t get too carried away here,
            mustn’t get overconfident. The last thing I wanted was for Harry to suspect
            anything. There was no point in muddying the waters with rows and recriminations when
            what was called for was a swift, clean break. Happily, Ivo caused a diversion.

        ‘He’s dribbling again,’
            Harry said suddenly. ‘Look, Rosie, it’s disgusting, it’s all over his
            chin. For God’s sake do something!’

        I took a cloth from the sink and wiped
            Ivo’s face as Harry sat there, mute with horror. I lifted Ivo out of the high
            chair. ‘It’s just a bit of milk,’ I muttered. ‘For
            heaven’s sake, Harry.’

        When Ivo was born, Harry had been delighted.
            A son, an heir to the Harry Meadows throne, the Meryton Road semi-detached dynasty –
            what more could a man want? He’d been euphoric with joy, toasting his genes, his
            manhood, his marvellous equipment, congratulating himself – even congratulating me, once – but when the grim reality of bringing up a child had
            dawned, he’d taken a very dim view of the whole thing. Harry’s idea of
            parenthood was to have a clean, bathed child with neatly parted hair in scaled down
            gentleman’s pyjamas presented to him at six o’clock in the evening to dandle
            on his knee for a few minutes. He might even warble, ‘This is the way the ladies
            go, nimble, nimble, nimble,’ but when the first signs of up-chuck appeared at
            ‘gallop-a-gee, gallop-a-gee’, he’d hand him straight back to his
            mother.

        The irony was, though, that Harry’s
            relationship with Ivo had up to now been my stumbling block to throwing in the towel and
            rejoining the free world. Call me old-fashioned but I’d firmly believed a boy
            needed a father and, good, bad, or indifferent, preferably his own father. And
            so I’d stayed. But recently a creeping realization had begun to persuade me that
            surely, if I knew in my heart I’d never stick it out for ever, wasn’t it
            better to go now? Before Ivo knew too much about it? Before he was six, ten, fourteen,
            when it would be that much harder? I experienced a brief pang of regret as I pushed
            Ivo’s arms into his corduroy jacket, but I gulped it down, hardening my heart. As
            I hoisted him on to my hip, I turned a bright smile on my husband.

        ‘We’ll be off then,’ I
            said, hopefully not too portentously.

        ‘Where are you going?’ he
            mumbled through the propped up Telegraph.

        ‘Oh, just round to Alice’s. Are
            you going to do some work today?’

        ‘Don’t I always?’

        ‘Yes, of course,’ I murmured,
            although this was debatable.

        Doing ‘some work’ in
            Harry’s case generally meant having a long, leisurely breakfast, changing his
            clothes – three or four times sometimes, our Harry was very sartorial – before slowly
            making his way to the top of the house where, as he walked through the
            study door, he suddenly became – abracadabra – a property developer. Now since Harry
            owned precisely two properties, one of which we lived in and one of which he rented out,
            you can imagine this was stressful stuff. Little wonder this pressure cooker of a job
            was playing fast and loose with his bowels. Little wonder he had to relieve the tension
            by making a series of morning phone calls to his friends – most of whom were called
            things like Bunky, Munky and Spunky and had similarly stressful jobs – and little wonder
            that finally, when it all got too much for him, he had to lie prostrate on the sofa till
            lunchtime. The rest of the day would go something like this. At precisely twelve
            o’clock the telephone would disturb him, he’d stagger to the desk and the
            conversation would go:

        ‘Humpty?’

        ‘Boffy!’

        ‘How’s tricks?’

        ‘Surprisingly sluggish
            actually’ – I loved that ‘surprisingly’ – ‘fancy a spot of
            lunch?’

        ‘Why not? See you there at
            one.’

        And off he’d go to his club, always
            optimistically taking the car, and always returning without it, the worse for wear in a
            taxi. After a few attempts at getting the key in the door, he’d stagger upstairs
            again, collapse on the sofa, surface at five, have a bath, drink heavily, eat supper,
            drink even more heavily, and go to bed. Oh, it was a full-time job.

        I glanced at the clock as I made for the
            front door. ‘See you at the end of play then,’ I called.

        I stopped dead in my tracks. See you at
                the end of play? Had I really said that? God, I was even beginning to
                talk like him now! I shuddered and hurried off down the path.

        ‘Where did you say you were
            going?’ Harry’s voice suddenly halted me. I turned back,
            guilty. He was standing in the doorway.

        ‘To the park and then on to
            Alice’s.’

        ‘At this hour? People like that
            don’t get up till about ten o’clock. They’ll still be snoring in their
            pits, hallucinating into their beanbags.’ He frowned. ‘And anyway, I thought
            I told you I didn’t like Ivo going on that bike.’

        ‘He’s got a helmet on,
            Harry,’ I said patiently as I loaded Ivo into the baby seat of my pushbike.
            ‘And anyway, he loves it, and we’re only going through the park.’

        What Harry actually meant was he
            didn’t like to see either of us on the bike. Image was all with Harry and this one
            was far too Bohemian for him. What he’d really like was for me to be dressed from
            head to toe in navy blue with the odd touch of minimalist white – pants and pearls – and
            for Ivo to be dressed as a sailor. Then he’d like us both to be strapped firmly
            into a dark green Range Rover with Ivo clutching a black-market copy of Little Black
                Sambo. Thankfully, funds at Meryton Road stretched only to the pants for me and
            the sailor suit for Ivo, which I had actually put him in once for a visit to
            Alice’s, only to be met by her horrified face at the door as she squealed,
            ‘Oh God, you’ve got him in a uniform! You’ll be pinning medals on him
            next. Quick, get him out of it before he becomes anally retentive!’

        I gave Harry a winning smile as I pushed a
            beaming Ivo to the gate. ‘See, he loves it, look.’

        ‘Hmph,’ he grunted. ‘Well,
            just be careful. Don’t want to break the son and heir’s neck.’ (Just
            as I had relinquished my Christian name, so, incidentally, had Ivo.)

        ‘Don’t worry, he’ll be
            fine.’

        ‘And don’t take any
            drugs!’ was his parting shot as I pushed off down the road.

        I clenched my teeth to prevent me from yelling
            obscenities back and pedalled on.

        Alice was an artist. She was also my dearest
            friend, I’d known her since I was fourteen and to the best of my knowledge
            she’d never even smoked a cigarette let alone taken drugs. Harry, of course, knew
            better. The fact that she wore fairly eccentric second-hand clothes and had been known
            to tie scarves round her head while she wielded her paintbrush suggested all manner of
            depravities to him.

        Still, as I cycled through the Wandsworth
            streets and into the sunny park, I suddenly felt as if I was leaving Harry and all his
            prejudices behind me. It was a glorious winter morning, a crisp, cold, blue-sky day, and
            the birds who hadn’t upped sticks and gone south were delighted at this unexpected
            pleasure. They sang their little hearts out, as did Ivo, who was having a jolly good go
            at ‘Puff the Magic Dragon’ behind me. I smiled and breathed deeply as I
            whizzed along the narrow path with the cold breeze stinging my cheeks and ears. Suddenly
            I felt lighter and happier than I had done for ages.

        ‘We thee Alice?’ yelled Ivo.

        ‘Yes, darling.’

        ‘And Molly and Lou?’

        ‘Of course.’ These were
            Alice’s daughters.

        ‘And shops?’ he added hopefully.
            Shops might mean sweets.

        I laughed. ‘Perhaps.’

        ‘An’ then wot?’

        Yes, and then what, Rosie? What would happen
            next? Where would we go? Where would we live? What would we do? I had no money and I
            hadn’t worked for two years. Where did women who left their husbands go? Was there
            a convenient runaway wives’ home located handily about, somewhere
            to take refuge for a while and collect one’s thoughts, or did one just go Straight
            Home To Mother without passing Go and without collecting £200? I shuddered at the
            thought. No, that I couldn’t contemplate. I’d almost rather stay put in the
            frying pan, but maybe – maybe I could rent a room. Share a flat like I used to. You
            mean, like you used to before you had a child, a small voice in my head said. Like you
            used to when you had a full-time job and earned the money to pay the rent. Before you
            were a single parent. I bit my lip. A single parent. God, I was about to become a
            statistic, wasn’t I? A burden on the state, one of those people that needed
            housing, looking after, one of the Needy. I swallowed hard. No, I couldn’t do that
            either, I’d find something. I’d work part-time, I’d find some
            way of supporting us without being a pain in the neck to anyone. Something would turn
            up.

        As I turned a corner, the low morning sun
            shone straight into my eyes, dazzling me. I lowered my lashes, filtering the light and
            enjoying the blurred effect it had on my senses. I didn’t want to think too deeply
            right now, get too bogged down in the logistics. I’d made the decision to leave
            and that was the main thing. I’d find somewhere to go, and wherever it was would
            have to be better than where I’d been, wouldn’t it? Of course it would. A
            far, far better place. I smiled confidently as I turned out of the park and freewheeled
            down the hill towards Alice’s street.

        Alice’s house was at the end of a
            grim, redbrick Victorian row, but it was completely different to all the others. For one
            thing it was much smaller, almost a cottage – as if someone had tacked it on at the end
            as an afterthought – and it was painted pale pink with a dark blue front door. Crawling
            all over the paintwork were various evergreen creepers which in summer had a dusting of
            clematis and roses over them, and instead of the usual dismal patch of
            dusty London grass at the front, she’d grown a cottage garden with a brick path
            snaking through the middle of it. Cynics might say that a parody of country life in the
            middle of Wandsworth was too whimsical for words, but Alice somehow carried all her
            cottage gardening and bread-making off with an elegance and aplomb that dared anyone to
            mock it.

        I parked the bike against the wall, followed
            the path to the door and rang the bell. A moment later I heard singing, then the door
            swung back. Alice gazed at me. She was barefoot in her ancient blue silk dressing gown,
            her red-gold hair falling around her face like a lion’s mane, a half-eaten piece
            of toast in her hand. She blinked her confident blue eyes in surprise.

        ‘God, you’re early, I thought we
            said ten o’clock.’

        ‘I know, we did, but I wanted to get
            away. Sorry, are you up to your eyes?’

        ‘No more than usual. Come in – if you
            can get past the pushchairs. Sorry, it’s like Mothercare in here – oh, hello,
            angel-baby!’ She paused as she ushered me into the long narrow hallway, crowded
            with baby paraphernalia, to take Ivo’s face in her hands. She gave him a
            resounding kiss on the cheek and he rewarded her with one of his very best smiles.

        ‘No, no, back! I’m coming
            through, I’m afraid!’ At the other end of the hall Alice’s husband,
            Michael, looking late and harassed in a double-breasted suit, waved us back with his
            briefcase as he came squeezing down towards us. ‘For God’s sake, Alice,
            we’ve got to do something about this sodding double buggy!’ He aimed a kick
            at it. ‘Can’t they learn to walk or something?’

        ‘Only when they’ve learned to
            run,’ said Alice firmly. ‘First things first, you know how I aspire to
            talented children.’

        ‘Whilst I just aspire to a life of
            peace and plenty away from this madhouse. I really wouldn’t go in there,
            Rosie,’ he said, jerking his head kitchenwards.
            ‘Someone’s forgotten to buy the Cheerios and they’re staging a
            rebellion. It’s not far removed from the Boston Tea Party.’

        ‘Thanks for warning me,’ I
            grinned.

        He went to move on, then did a double take
            as he edged past me. ‘I say, you’re looking wonderfully pulchritudinous this
            morning, Rosie. There’s an almost pre-pubescent glow to your cheeks and a light in
            your eyes that suggests – have you just had sex?’

        ‘Certainly not! I’ve just had a
            cycle ride.’

        ‘Ah, yes, those slim little bicycle
            saddles.’ He grinned. ‘Too, too thrilling, followed, of course, by a close
            encounter in a darkened hallway with the husband of your best friend – just the thing to
            get the old heart pounding, the blood rushing to the cheeks, the –’

        ‘Oh, stop being such a revolting old
            flirt and get to work!’ ordered his wife, ushering him out. ‘And don’t
            come back until you’ve earned a fortune!’

        He grinned and swept her off her feet as he
            reached her at the front door. He kissed her rather thoroughly on the mouth and I
            noticed they looked right into each other’s eyes. Harry never looked at me like
            that. Not deep into me. I suddenly realized that they probably had just made
            love.

        ‘She beats me, you know,’ he
            whispered with a smile, not taking his eyes off his wife. ‘Nightly.’

        ‘In your dreams,’ she responded,
            giving him a little shove. ‘Now go on, get out there. Get hustling!’

        He went, and she watched him go off down the
            street, leaning on the doorpost, her arms folded, a slight smile on her face.

        Michael was an account executive in an
            advertising agency and Alice had met him when she’d worked in the business as an
            art director. He was a handsome, urbane man, and a surprising contrast
            to her with his fine line in patter, his suave wardrobe and his conscious charm. If we
            were being really picky I’d say he was a touch too double O seven for me, but
            hell, who was I to criticize a happy marriage?

        ‘Right,’ Alice said decisively,
            shutting the door behind him. ‘Lead on, McMeadows, let’s go and sort out the
            revolting natives.’

        We went down to the kitchen where the
            clatter of spoons on bowls was getting louder and louder, accompanied by shrieks of
            laughter. Alice’s small daughters were chanting away, high on momentum, and Alice
            had to suck right down to her boot straps, curl back her tongue and expand her chest to
            bring up a resounding, ‘ALL RIGHT, THAT WILL DO!’

        Instant silence, then giggles, then sulks. I
            sank happily down into the cushion-strewn window seat and watched as Alice placated and
            scolded her brood, selling Weetabix on the grounds that Xena the Warrior Princess ate
            them regularly and shaking the cereal into bowls amidst howls of protest. I quietly
            stroked the cat who’d usurped Ivo from my lap and gazed around the small, chaotic
            kitchen with its eclectic collection of painted wooden furniture. It really was like
            something out of Hansel and Gretel’s cottage. There were chests that fell apart if
            you touched them, wobbly tables with bits of newspaper stuffed under the short leg,
            cupboards that didn’t shut, nothing that matched and nothing that had ever been
            designed for practical cooking purposes, but then, since most of the surfaces were
            overflowing with toys and books and ancient magazines anyway, it didn’t really
            make much difference.

        Amongst all this clutter and confusion, on
            the plain whitewashed walls above, were Alice’s pictures; bold, strong strokes of
            gouache colour shone bravely out, resolutely creative amidst the grind
            of everyday family life. The table we sat at was only half devoted to cereal packets and
            Peter Rabbit crockery, the other half was taken up with Alice’s silk screens,
            sketchpads, and marmalade jars stuffed full with brushes and calligraphy pens. A
            compromise had been reached in Alice’s life. It was comfortable, and it showed. I
            also happened to know that much of this seeming confusion was artfully arranged, and
            that Alice, if pressed, could lay her hands on a gym shoe, a car key, or a cleaning
            ticket at a moment’s notice – albeit under that mouldy pear festering away on top
            of A.S. Byatt on the dresser. For Alice was a secretly organized woman. What we were
            witnessing here was art-directed, organized chaos.

        For all its semi-conscious style, though,
            whenever I left here and went back to my own house I always felt the repression there
            more keenly. Walking into 63 Meryton Road with its determinedly striped wallpapers and
            fleur-de-lys borders, its regimented ranks of silver photo frames, its snuffboxes lined
            up with blinding symmetry on highly polished tables, its overstuffed cushions on even
            more overstuffed sofas so that anyone who dared to sit on them simply perched, like a
            pea, on top – this, after a morning at Alice’s, seemed like a house with a
            cucumber right up its basement.

        And that of course was how Harry liked it;
            stiff, formal, intimidating and with pretensions to grandeur. What he actually wanted,
            I’d come to realize, was a scaled-down version of a stately home, but when the
            huge ancestral portrait of his Uncle Bertram took up the entire sitting-room wall, and
            the pendulous chandelier hung so heavily – and perilously – from the thin dining-room
            ceiling, it looked to my mind more comical than stately. When I’d first moved in
            we’d had heated rows about redecoration and I couldn’t believe I
            wasn’t going to be allowed to be let loose with the steam stripper, but Harry was adamant, and although I’d made efforts to loosen
            the place up a bit, these days I just limited myself to scattering cushions on the sly
            and riffling the snuffbox
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