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Chapter One



‘She’ll have you for breakfast,’ observed Jess tartly, rubbing a bit of grime off a Spode jug and setting it down on the trestle table in front of us.

‘Who will?’ I broke from my contemplation of the assorted bric-a-brac and antiques before us to glance up defensively.

‘Your mother-in-law, of course. Talk about strolling back into the lion’s den. You didn’t actually say you’d go, did you?’

‘Of course I did,’ I said hotly. ‘Christ, Jess, if someone offered you two sets of school fees and a converted barn over your head in a picturesque, rural idyll, don’t tell me you’d pass it up! Don’t tell me you wouldn’t leap at it too, and anyway, she’s my ex-mother-in-law – that makes all the difference.’

‘Rubbish,’ she scoffed as she arranged a fistful of silver spoons on our faded velvet tablecloth. ‘Not in her eyes. As far as she’s concerned you’ll always be the mother of her grandchildren and that, my dear Lucy, is entirely the point. That is precisely why you’ve been offered such a mouthwatering package down in Netherby-sur-la-ancestral-pile with all its crumbling turrets and sod-off acres. It has absolutely nothing to do with your wellbeing or your welfare, and certainly nothing to do with your undoubted charms.’ She beamed past me as a customer loomed.


‘Yes, madam, it is Royal Worcester and you’re quite right, there’s just a teeny bit of damage to the spout, but otherwise it’s in wonderful condition for such a rare piece, don’t you think?’

She bestowed a radiant smile on Madam who, swaddled in ethnic knits on this flaming cold June day and with all the hallmarks of a seasoned Portobello Road aficionado, was peering doubtfully over her spectacles. She ran a practised eye over the rest of the collectibles on our stall, sniffed, and put the teapot down. She looked far from convinced.

‘No,’ she snapped. ‘I think it’s in rather ropy condition actually. And I also think that all these tags you’ve put on everything are very misleading. Who are you to tell me that’s a very decorative piece of early Meissen? Surely I should be the judge of whether it’s decorative or not, and I fail to see why that bit of old lace is so “absurdly pretty” or why that rusty old oil lamp so “quintessentially important in the moulding of eighteenth-century France”.’

‘It’s to help some of our less discerning customers,’ purred Jess obsequiously. ‘To point them in the right direction, lead them, antiquarily speaking, to the right century, right country even, so they don’t feel foolish asking. Clearly you don’t need any pointers, but golly,’ she rolled her eyes expressively, ‘you should see some of the types we get round here.’

I smiled down into my plastic mug of hot chocolate, lacing my cold fingers around it and reflecting that Jess’s labels had indeed got more and more outrageous as the weeks had gone by. We’d temporarily taken over the antique stall from my mother, Maisie, who’d had a stall in the Portobello Road since the beginning of time, and certainly since I was a little girl. In the last couple of weeks, though, her chronic arthritis had almost forced her to give it up, so I’d stepped into the breach to keep it going until she was better, roping my oldest friend Jess in with me. For Jess it made a welcome diversion from changing her small son’s nappy at the weekend, and for me – well, antiques were my passion, so I was happy. Happy just soaking up the atmosphere of this famous street, gazing at the stalls crammed haphazardly along it; silver next to clocks and watches, old farm implements next to yellowing books, starched Victorian christening gowns billowing in the breeze beside pop memorabilia, and of course, my mother’s own eclectic offerings which included anything from French café ashtrays, to exquisite porcelain, to faded sepia postcards. I’d even added a few choice pieces of my own which I’d priced ridiculously high and watched like a hawk, hoping secretly that they wouldn’t sell, but knowing I needed the money.

I needn’t have worried. As we’d sat there, three Saturdays in a row now, surrounded by what we thought were the most delicious and interesting bits of other people’s domestic history, we’d sold very little. Even more galling was having to look on incredulously whilst Fat Ronnie at the next-door stall – pedlar of crap, both verbal and antique, and with a special interest in flatulence – his own or other people’s – sold shedfuls.

‘Orright, gels?’ he’d yelled over last week as he popped yet another sensationally ugly Toby Jug into a plastic bag, and handed it to its proud new owner. ‘Need any help over there? Blimey, you won’t sell much wiv that heap of rubbish!’


He chuckled and fanned theatrically behind his backside to let us know that he’d broken wind for the millionth time that day. ‘Surprised you’ve got any customers at all!’

‘Surprised you’ve got any trousers,’ Jess had muttered, but then with characteristic zeal, had whirled into action.

‘It’s his labels,’ she hissed, swinging round to me, ‘that’s all. His stuff’s rubbish, we know that, but it’s the way he sells it. That’s where we’re going wrong, Lucy. You can’t just bung it all down on a trestle table and hope for the best. It’s all in the marketing!’

‘I’m not sure you really market bric-a-brac, do you?’ I said doubtfully. ‘I mean, surely –’

‘Of course you bloody market it, and don’t call it bric-a-brac for heaven’s sake. Some of this stuff is priceless!’

I stared doubtfully at the array before us, but she was off, frenziedly slapping beautifully restored onto a horribly cracked chamber pot and breathtakingly pretty onto one of our major mistakes, a hideous piece of Coalport bought from another stallholder after a liquid Saturday lunch. I have to say, the bits of tartan ribbon she tied them on with did improve the look of our offerings and we didn’t do too badly that week, but not so today.

Today, tartan ribbon notwithstanding, business was disastrous, and as Fat Ronnie leered across, hands deep in pockets, jingling his change around his privates, we gave in.

‘Come on,’ muttered Jess, ‘let’s pack it in.’

‘Business a bit slow is it, gels?’ he called. ‘Can I offer you a loan?’ He jingled some more.

‘No thanks,’ said Jess, eyeing his crotch with distaste. ‘Not when we know where it’s been.’


He chuckled. ‘Ah well, all the more for me then.’ Suddenly he frowned, sniffed the air. ‘Dear God, who’s dropped one? That you, Lucy?’

‘Shut up, Ronnie,’ I said wearily, getting up to wrap some brass candlesticks in newspaper.

‘Well, someone let one go.’ He sighed, shook his head. ‘I don’t know, you girls with your educated accents and your silk shirts and your violin lessons, and you can still belt them out like that. Frightening.’ He shuddered.

‘How did we do?’ I asked, ignoring him as Jess shook the little velvet bag of money onto the table.

‘Twenty-two pounds and … six pence.’

‘That’s our worst yet.’

‘I know.’ She sighed, pouring it all back in again. ‘Oh well,’ she said grudgingly, ‘I suppose at least you’ll be taken away from all this. But I still think you’re selling your soul.’

‘Oh, don’t be so melodramatic!’ I snapped. ‘What option have I got? I can’t afford to send Ben to a good school – and he hates the one he’s at – and I can’t stay in that tiny little flat any longer, either. Even if I could afford it, which I can’t, the three of us are bursting at the seams, and I certainly can’t move back in with Maisie and Lucas and cramp their style for ever. And anyway, Jess, what could be nicer than living in the country?’ I demanded. ‘The children walking across the fields to school, ponies to ride,’ I said wistfully, ‘streams to dam, daises to, um, you know …’

‘Chain,’ she said drily, ‘prior to rattling them. Come on, Lucy, you’re a city girl through and through and you know it. You’ll miss all of this, for heaven’s sake!’ She swung her arm around at the bustling street full of traders and tourists, alive with cheerful banter and laughter and haggling and eating on the hoof. ‘You’ll miss the buzz. I mean, I’m willing to accept that fresh air is wonderful for the cheeks but it doesn’t do much for the brain – you’ll stagnate down there. Christ, you don’t know one end of a cow from another. And you said yourself when you married Ned that the one thing you’d never do was go and live near his ghastly parents – and now look at you. He’s not even here any more, and down you go.’

‘Jess, I have to cut my cloth,’ I warned tersely.

‘Yes, to go and live on your parents-in-law’s estate, totally at their mercy, completely beholden to them, and absolutely at their beck and call. There you’ll be with Lady Horse-face lording it over you, Lord Tit-face pinching your bum at every conceivable opportunity, the tragic Lavinia drinking herself to a standstill, Pinkie-pie or whatever she’s called, gleefully bonking stable boys in haylofts, drippy Hector dithering ineffectually around trying to convince his father he’s got what it takes to take over All This one day, and all the time, surrounded by the memory of your dead husband who’ll stalk in and out of the plot like Banquo’s ghost!’ Her normally pale face was pink and her eyes shone. I blinked at her in silence.

‘Sorry,’ she said abruptly, averting her eyes. ‘I mean – that last bit. But you know what they’re like, Lucy,’ she urged. ‘God, at least you’ve faced up to it, coped with it, and brilliantly too, but four years have gone by and they haven’t even started. Haven’t even begun to accept he’s dead. That house is like a shrine to Ned – everywhere you go there are photos of him, his childhood fossil collection still sits in the hall, cricket bats he once owned are stuck up on the walls, even paintings he did as a child, for heaven’s sake, are pinned up in the kitchen. His room is untouched up in that Godforsaken turret, and the way they talk about him! Constantly, as if he’s still there, sitting at the table with them, and not in a nice, relaxed way like dropping his name into the conversation, but long and hard, for hours, like they’ve been taught to do in therapy or something. There’s just no getting away from him. I’m surprised they haven’t got him embalmed in the cellar.’ She stopped when she saw my face.

‘OK,’ she muttered hastily, hoisting a sackful of china onto her back and picking up one end of the table we’d speedily collapsed, ‘that was tasteless, I agree. But you must admit, Luce, it’s going to set you back about three years, and you were doing so well. You’ve got those four mornings a week in your beloved porcelain department at Christie’s, you’ve got this stand on a Saturday –’

‘This stand,’ I said witheringly, swinging another sack onto my shoulder and picking up the other end of the table. She swept on regardless.

‘The kids are doing well, and you’re so much better. God, Luce, you’re finally out of the loop.’ Like a couple of paper-hangers, we picked up our table and plunged into the heaving, drizzling depths of the Portobello Road, dodging through the crowds, loaded down with goodies.

‘I mean, OK, the money’s tight,’ she yelled back at me through the noise, ‘but give it a couple more years and you’ll be fine, you’ll be through it. But to give up on London, on your flat, and go down there, to be swamped by that wretched family again …’

‘The money’s not tight, Jess.’ I stopped suddenly in the street, jolting her to a standstill, ‘It’s bloody non-existent! I get paid a pittance by Christie’s for busting a gut –’

‘But you love it!’

‘Yes, and I can keep on doing it.’

She gaped. ‘From Oxfordshire?’

‘’Course I can! God, people do commute from there, you know, it’s not entirely the back of beyond. And I’m going to change it to two full days which will suit me much better,’ I said confidently. ‘And anyway,’ I sighed, picking up the table and moving on again, ‘I told you, even if I wanted to stay in that flat, I can’t. I can’t afford it, even the council tax is crippling.’

‘So why don’t Lord and Lady Po-face offer to pay it for you?’ she demanded. ‘Or – or why don’t they offer to set you up somewhere else, in London? Why does it have to be down there with them?’

‘Because Ben starts prep school soon and they’ve offered to pay the fees,’ I began patiently. ‘And because he needs somewhere that can cope with dyslexia.’

‘And because they want him to go to the Right One. The school of their choice, not Highfield Road where he is now –’

‘Where he’s bullied and they sniff glue –’

‘But somewhere much more traditional, somewhere where they can make a man of him, mould him into a nice little Grenadier Guard like his grandfather. They want control, Luce, control of you for a start – God, word might even have got back that you’ve had a few hot dates, well they’ll want to knock that right on the head for starters – but more importantly, control of the children. They want to monitor them, choose their friends, organize their social lives – of course they want you down there in their tastefully converted barn in their back garden!’

‘Oh, don’t be absurd,’ I said hotly. ‘You’re so cynical, Jess. It’s the whole class thing with you, isn’t it? The shooting and the striding round in breeches, that’s what you hate, and that’s just small-minded, prejudicial and snobbish. That’s like taking against ethnic minorities because they smell of curry.’

She snorted with derision at this, but didn’t instantly come back at me.

‘And OK,’ I went on, encouraged by her silence, ‘Ned’s mother can be,’ I hesitated, ‘a bit tricky at times …’

‘Tricky!’ she scoffed. ‘Needs smothering with a pillow, you once said.’

‘But you know recently,’ I hurried on, ‘well, Rose and I have sort of,’ I licked my lips, ‘bonded.’

‘What!’

‘And even if we hadn’t,’ I went on defiantly, ‘there’s simply no way I’d look this gift horse in the mouth, complete with financial security for me and total security for my children. You don’t know what it’s like, Jess, eking out a flipping widow’s pension. I’ve been beside myself with worry. God, this is like manna from heaven! When I got Rose’s letter I cried, if you must know, wept, I was so bloody relieved. So just back off and stop taking the wind out of my sails, OK?’

She made a face but looked slightly contrite. We walked on in silence.

‘And you’ll have the mad aunts next door to contend with,’ she reminded me, at length.

I smiled. ‘I love the mad aunts.’


She sighed as we threaded our way precariously down another heaving backstreet. ‘Yes, well, I suppose they will be something of a diversion, and at least they’ve got the measure of Rose. Hmmm …’ she said thoughtfully, ‘perhaps they could smother her.’

I stopped and made her face me again. ‘Thanks, Jess, this is really, really helping.’

She opened her mouth and pretended to look astonished, but then her eyes slid away. ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled, scuffing her toe. ‘It’s only ’cos I care. And I’ll miss you. Selfish really. But I can’t help feeling …’ she puckered her brow and wrestled with herself for honesty, ‘well, that there’s nothing down there for you.’

‘No man, you mean,’ I said darkly as we picked up our load and dodged through the crowds again.

‘Well, you must admit, it’s a social wasteland where they live. I mean, correct me if I’m wrong, but don’t they even own the bloody village and everyone in it?’

‘Used to,’ I muttered.

‘What?’

‘Used to,’ I yelled wearily above the noise. ‘Only half of it now.’

‘You see? Half a flaming village! Stuffed full of aged old retainers who still get beri-beri and cholera and who Rose no doubt visits graciously with rabbits and poultices in her basket. Probably dispenses Maundy money too, as she mops those wrinkled, fevered old brows. God, you’ll be lucky if you run into anyone under eighty. You can bet your life anyone younger fled to Milton Keynes long ago.’

I gritted my teeth and trudged on, ignoring her.

‘I suppose you might meet the odd blacksmith or two,’ she conceded grudgingly. ‘All red-hot irons and rippling biceps, but you’ll never meet anyone cerebral, whereas here – hey!’ She broke off suddenly. ‘Whatever happened to that nice solicitor chappie you were seeing?’

‘Oh God no, not him. Too full of Chablis and self-belief.’

‘Well OK, that guy you mentioned last week, Charles or something. Fantasy man in the office?’

‘Charlie.’ I coloured instantly, glad she couldn’t see. Crikey, had I said in the office? Perhaps I had.

‘Ah, you see! Charlie. Well, you won’t see him, will you?’

‘I might. Apparently he’s got a place near Oxford,’ I said, unable to resist it.

She halted suddenly, yanking the table and obliging me to stop behind her.

‘Right,’ she said slowly, watching me carefully. ‘And did you know that when Rose asked you?’

‘Asked me what?’ I said, pathetically playing for time.

‘Asked you to go and live down there, for heaven’s sake!’

‘Well, I …’ I hesitated. Oh God, I knew I shouldn’t have mentioned Charlie. Why had I mentioned him?

‘Forget Charlie,’ I said quickly, aware that I was still flushing. ‘The truth is, Jess, I don’t even know him, and even if I did, he’d be out of the frame, out of the equation.’

‘Why?’

‘Because … he’s out of my league.’

‘Bollocks,’ she scoffed. ‘No one’s out of your league, Lucy, you’re flaming gorgeous! It’s just you got married so young no one else ever got the chance to tell you, to stare at you, flirt with you. You were snapped up by Ned at university in about ten seconds.’

‘Nonsense.’ I gazed past, beyond her.

‘Oh yes, quite right, nonsense. Waist-length blond hair, blue eyes and a voluptuous figure to die for, very unattractive. Very wince-making. I’m surprised you can look at yourself in the mirror in the morning. Do me a favour – out of your league? You’re just so unused to men looking at you, you don’t know they’re doing it.’ She peered at me from under her dark fringe. ‘God, you’re still red. Purple! Who is this guy, anyway?’

‘I told you, Jess,’ I snapped, ‘he’s no one. Just leave me alone and live your own life, can’t you? Why have I got such bossy friends?’ I made to move on, but she stuck firmly to the pavement. Stared.

‘So what’s wrong with him then?’

‘There’s nothing wrong with him.’

‘Oh yes there is. You’re being really cagey, and I know you, Luce.’ She narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. ‘He’s married, isn’t he?’

‘Of course he’s not married!’ I blustered. ‘Would I mess around with a married man?’

‘You bet your sweet life you would, and you know why?’

I stared down, bit the inside of my cheek.

‘Bit older, no doubt, bit wiser, so security in that, but also, also, security in the fact that he’s not quite available, so no real emotional output. At the end of the day, you don’t have to commit yourself, don’t really have to take the plunge. Ooh, yes, ideal.’ She rubbed her hands together gleefully. ‘Perfect!’

‘Just get off my case, Jess,’ I said angrily. ‘I told you, there’s nothing in it. I have a minor crush on him, OK? A harmless, pathetic, long-distance crush, like sitting in the hairdresser’s and gazing wantonly at Hugh Grant’s picture in Hello!. He’s just someone who makes my heart beat faster when I walk past him in the stree – office,’ I said quickly. ‘That’s all.’

‘Well, it bloody better be,’ she said darkly. ‘You know how I feel about married men. It’s a sacred institution, Luce, and don’t you forget it.’

‘I’m hardly likely to with you ramming your perfect marriage permanently down my throat, am I?’

Suddenly we stared at each other, aghast.

I swallowed. ‘Why are we fighting?’

‘I don’t know.’ Jess scratched her head sheepishly. ‘My fault, I think. Anyway,’ she shrugged, ‘you know as well as I do my marriage isn’t perfect. Half the problem is that Jamie would love to be your man in the office, love to have women gaze open-mouthed at his chiselled features as they stand beside him at the photocopier, but because they don’t, he just stares at their tits instead.’

‘All men look, Jess,’ I said generously, knowing she was magnanimously knocking her own life now in the hand of friendship. ‘You’ve just got to accept that. And you know jolly well he doesn’t touch,’ I added staunchly.

Jess sighed, and I knew she was wondering what might have been. Bright as a button and armed with a First from Newcastle and a fistful of job offers, Jess had cruised seamlessly into a merchant bank. A few years later she’d been on the brink of partnership, seemingly with the world, and a host of arrogant City men at her feet, when – oops! – she was pregnant. Unfazed, she’d swiftly married the perpetrator – who happily she was in love with – and then smartly lined up a nanny, determined she’d be back at work nine months later in her size ten Armani suit and her Miu Miu shoes. But then a bizarre thing happened. When the baby was born, Mother Nature roared in too, and amidst many tears and much heart-searching, Jess had been unable to do it. At the moment critique, on that fatal Monday morning, she’d clutched her baby to her breast, sacked the nanny, slammed the front door on the world, and with tears streaming down her face and still in her cheesy dressing gown, had gone back to bed with her son. It had shocked everyone, particularly Jamie, who was understandably alarmed at this sudden loss of her income. Nevertheless, he’d taken it on the chin and, somewhat bemused, had gone off to work, only that much harder, and that much later, it seemed, now that he was the sole breadwinner and had a wife and child to support.

Jess, though, having lived the life, was unable to look at his long hours rationally and dispassionately. She was plagued with doubt as to her lovely, twinkly-eyed journalist husband’s whereabouts, and the bizarre phone calls she claimed she was receiving.

‘It was some horse of a girl last night,’ she seethed as we trudged on, ‘asking for Jamie’s mobile number. Still got her bloody bridle on as far as I could tell, but spat the bit out to whinny – “Air hellair, Jess, Spunky Bunky here. Arm, listen, Jamie’s got a bit of a prob with a deadline and if I catch him, I might j-a-rst be able to help, OK?” I felt like saying the only “prob” he’d have would be pulling the carving knife out of his shoulder blades when he finally walked through the front door at midnight.’


‘Journalists keep odd hours,’ I soothed, ‘and with the strangest people. You knew that when you married him.’

‘I suppose,’ she said listlessly. ‘It’s just – well, it was a level playing field then. If he said, “I’m off to Bognor for a conference next week,” I could trump it with, “Well, I’m off to New York to do a deal.” Now all I do is put my hands on my hips and bellow, “Oh are you indeed!” Then when he comes back, I rifle through his pockets when he’s asleep, looking for a hotel bill with “breakfast in bed for two” stamped on it.’

As we finally turned the corner into my parents’ road, more or less dragging our heavy load now, she sighed. ‘All I’m saying, Luce, is don’t forget this Charlie character has a wife, that’s all.’

I dropped the table with a bang, hopefully on her foot. She swung round. ‘Could we please get this into perspective, Jess! I told you, he doesn’t even know I exist, for crying out loud, that’s how close I am to wrecking his marriage. Forget it, OK? God, I wish I’d never told you.’ I tore my hair briefly, hopelessly. ‘Why did I tell you?’

‘Because,’ she said as we picked up the table and lobbed it expertly over the small wall and into my parents’ tiny front garden, ‘until you tell your friends your dreams, they lack an important dimension.’

‘Oh yeah?’

‘Yeah, if they’re not out there, they’re not real,’ she said, smiling wisely. ‘Surely you know that?’

I was about to protest but she swiftly leaned forward and gave me a quick, conciliatory peck on the cheek. ‘Bye, got to get back to the animals.’

‘You’re not coming in?’ I gestured to the front door.


‘Better not, better get Jamie and Henry some lunch. Golly,’ she boggled, ‘wouldn’t it be nice if they really were animals. In a pit, and I could just toss them a bun occasionally.’ She grinned. ‘Give my love to Maisie and Lucas and – listen, sorry if I banged on a bit.’

‘Forget it. You were just flexing your argumentative muscles because you don’t get to use them at work any more. Luckily I still sharpen my wits four mornings a week.’ I was rather pleased with this little sally. I hadn’t expected it to sail out of my mouth quite so confidently.

She laughed and turned off down the street, giving me a brief, backward wave. I waved back, then puffed on up the steps with the two sacks of loot, shoulder barging my way through the bright blue front door at the top.

My parents’ house was a classic case of buying well. Amazingly well as it turned out. Forty years ago, five years after he’d come over from Poland to study at Oxford, Lucas, my dad, had snapped up number 36 Burlington Villas – a rather crooked, skinny townhouse in a grotty area full of rolling dustbins and billowing litter – for pretty much next to nothing. Even then, it was more than he could afford on his choirmaster’s salary, but needing a house for his wife and small children, he’d taken the plunge and got by renting out the top floor. Now, of course, the entire area had Up And Come, and in estate agent’s parlance, number 36 was an ‘elegant terraced house in a much-sought-after area’. Aside from painting the outside a joyful colour every year – apple green at present – Maisie made little effort to keep up with the media whizz-kids on one side and the dot.com millionaires on the other, with their shiny front doors and burgeoning window boxes, as the dazzling array of dandelions in her own front garden bore testament. But if she made no effort on the outside, she made even less within.

Shut your eyes and push, was the only way to squeeze down the dark, narrow ‘hall of death’ as my brother called it, stacked floor to ceiling with Lucas’s books and Maisie’s accumulated antique clutter. Battling on through the darkness, arms outstretched, praying for safe arrival somewhere, anywhere, one eventually stumbled left into a sitting room. This was a narrow, overly long room, since the one concession Lucas and Maisie had made to modern living had been to turn two rooms into one and knock the partition wall down – together, in their dressing gowns, one Saturday morning after breakfast, amidst gales of laughter from us children. All it meant, in effect, was that yet more clutter could bowl joyously through, as ancient chandeliers, Georgian commodes and Art Deco girls holding balls of light aloft, jostled for space with three-legged Victorian balloon-back chairs, enamel pitchers, bundles of knives and forks, and ancient mixing bowls. Any conceivable floor or table space was taken up with these assorted curios, and only the top of the piano, it seemed, was sacrosanct. Here, in splendid isolation, lay a large ginger tom cat, whose one compromise was to share his instrument with another instrument, Maisie’s precious violin.

A violinist by profession – and a damn good one as Lucas would point out gruffly to anyone who cared to listen – my mother could, on occasion, still be persuaded to get the old fiddle down and play. Then, without much prompting, Lucas would happily reminisce … about dashing out of the school chapel where he’d taught as a young man, past rows of small boys in cassocks, up Bird-cage Walk, arriving at St Martin-in-the-Fields just in time to hear her play a lunchtime recital, marvelling at her exquisite bowing action, her wonderful, straight long legs.

Fifty years on and here she was, despite her arthritis, on all fours in the sitting room, amidst the clutter, with her youngest grandson on her back. A light flex had been slung around her neck for reins, and an old lampshade was on her head, since clearly, this neddy wore a hat. Her long legs were still good, with not a knot to be seen, but the bright copper hair was now a faded gold. The Celtic blue eyes which she turned on me now were a little misty, but still huge, and still with the power to break portentous news. These were the eyes that, four years ago, without her having to utter a word, had informed me that my husband was dead. These days, her fatal equipment was more used to telling me that Woolworths had closed down in the High Street, or that the fish she’d bought for lunch was off, but the force was still with them.

Max, my youngest son, squealed with delight as I came in now, and Maisie sat up on her haunches to let him slide off her back.

‘You’re back early, love – no luck? Not got any pennies for me then, my beawty,’ she wheedled, aping Fagin, hunching her shoulders and rubbing her hands together. ‘How was business?’

‘Terrible,’ I groaned, chucking the velvet bag of money on the floor and collapsing into an armchair. I pulled Max with me, who grabbed my handbag and proceeded to disembowel it, searching for sweeties with all the thoroughness of the Drugs Squad.

‘Here, Smarties,’ I delved in and handed them to him. I rubbed my eyes. ‘No, it was just a really, really bad day, Maisie. Probably the weather. But thanks for having them for me. I enjoyed it. Were they OK? Where’s Ben?’

‘Gone to the new Howard Hodgkin exhibition at the South Bank with Lucas,’ she said. ‘But Max didn’t want to go, did you, love?’

‘Too cold,’ he said, sucking a Smartie. ‘An’ I seen a picture before,’ he informed me importantly.

‘’Course you have, my darling,’ I said, giving him a cuddle. ‘Seen one picture you’ve seen them all, haven’t you?’ I looked over his head at Maisie. ‘Howard Hodgkin, eh?’ I grinned. I loved the way my dad, at seventy odd, still had his finger on the artistic pulse and not only that, but took his eight-year-old grandson along to feel the beat with him.

‘Cup of tea, darling? There’s one in the pot.’ Maisie got to her feet and brushed herself down, smoothing the old blue painter’s smock she wore on pretty much a daily basis, and slipping on her beaded, Bohemian mules.

I looked at her fondly. No prizes for guessing where I got my love of second-hand clothes, my crushed velvet waistcoats, my fringed scarves and my embroidered peasant shirts. I wore them pretty much on a daily basis too, although, in order not to look too much like a sixties’ reject, tended to team it all with black jeans and high suede boots.

‘Please,’ I said gratefully, hauling myself to my feet, and following her into the kitchen. I noticed, with a pang, that she trod slowly and tentatively, holding onto the bannisters as she went, and causing me to hang around behind in order not to rush her.

As we reached the kitchen, the back door flew open, and in came Ben, at a run, breathless and pink-cheeked. He was followed by his grandfather; tall, slightly bowed, and as usual sporting his rather dashing felt hat.

‘Mum! Guess what? We went to the National because the other one was shut – and we saw loads of fat naked ladies! Didn’t we, Lucas?’

‘We did, my love, although sadly not in the flesh. No actual WI contingents peering at the pictures in the all-together, starkers but for handbags and spectacles.’ Lucas winked at me and dropped a National Gallery catalogue onto the table as he sank into a chair with a sigh. ‘Ahh, cup of tea,’ he murmured, his Polish accent still faintly discernible. ‘Lovely.’

‘And some of them had huge, huge bottoms.’ Ben seized the catalogue and riffled through to show me. ‘Really white and flabby, Mum, and bosoms as droopy as yours – look! And it was really fashionable then. Just think, you’d have been cool, Mum, in the old days.’

‘Excellent news, my love. Born just a couple of centuries too late then, eh?’

‘Important the lad doesn’t grow up just having skinny women as role models, don’t you think?’ Lucas murmured.

‘No danger of that,’ I said darkly. ‘Ooh, thanks Maisie.’ I smiled as she set a cup of tea in front of me. ‘I’ll drink this and then we’ll be out of your way.’

‘No rush, love, stay as long as you like. You’re not in our way.’


‘I know, but still …’

I was all too aware of how exhausting small children could be, particularly as my parents were not young. Having had two children in quick succession in their twenties, brought them up, sent them out into the world and then settled back, child free to enjoy their forties, they must have been somewhat aghast when I’d appeared when Maisie was forty-five. If they were, I never knew it. It never showed. To me they were the most loving, laidback parents and the envy of all my friends as I was growing up. So relaxed were they, in fact, that when my brother, aged about ten, had referred to them by their Christian names as a joke, Maisie and Lucas hadn’t even noticed. It had stuck, long before I was born.

Seventy-five-year-olds, though, in my opinion, need to see their grandchildren for a few hours a week, in short, sharp blasts. Then, after we’d gone, and after a quiet lunch, Maisie might tune up her violin and Lucas would accompany her on the piano; in the evening, they’d leave it to the CD player to do the work, dozing in chairs and letting the Mozart wash over them. Together, and in peace, which was entirely how it should be.

‘Come on, you two.’ I crouched down and began bundling Max into a jumper. ‘Back to the flat. But only for a few more days, and then my darlings, we’re away!’

‘Oh.’ Maisie swung around and clapped a hand to her head. ‘That reminds me. Rose rang.’

‘Oh yes?’ I looked up.

‘Says she’s expecting you on Thursday?’

‘That’s right.’

‘And then something about a nanny.’


‘A nanny?’ I sat back on my heels and abandoned Max with one arm up his jumper. ‘What? What about a nanny?’

‘Oh, just something about how she thought it would be much nicer if you took your evening meal up there with them, rather than sitting all alone in the barn,’ said Maisie vaguely. ‘Said she couldn’t possibly have all the family sitting around at supper and not you, so she’s organized a girl – a lovely girl, she said – to come and babysit the boys.’ She paused. Frowned over at her husband. ‘That was it, wasn’t it, Lucas?’

Lucas slowly raised his brown eyes from the newspaper he’d picked up. They met mine. ‘Yes love,’ he said softly, ‘that was it. That was about the size of it. Evening meals to be taken up at the house.’

His gaze was steady, looking to hold mine, but I slid my eyes away. Down towards my tea. I took a hasty gulp. It was colder than one would wish.
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Chapter Two



Ned died in childbirth. Mine, of course, not his. Not even Ned, who could turn his hand to most things, could stretch to popping out an offspring. No, it happened while I was giving birth to Max. While I was straining and sweating, swearing and cursing, pushing the child out and yelling at the medical team, because where was my wretched husband? Digging my nails hard into Maisie’s hand, shrieking, ‘Just get him here someone, please! I don’t want him to miss this! He doesn’t want to miss this!’ And all the while, being beaten up from the baby within. Riding the waves of pain with clenched teeth and eyes shut, every contraction a new agony, and still Ned wasn’t there, so – where was he? Why was he missing this? How could he miss this?

And then suddenly – suddenly it didn’t matter. Suddenly a computer beside me, the one that had been monitoring the baby’s heartbeat throughout, started beeping urgently. The pen recording the print-out slewed, did some crazy, disconnected marks, and anxious heads scrummed down in alarm. I remember urgent mutterings about the baby being distressed, about the cord being around its neck, perhaps, and a no-nonsense hand thrusting up to sort things out.

Sheer panic, now, on the faces around me. It was around his neck. Had he lost precious oxygen? Should they rush me down to theatre for a Caesarean? No, too late, he was coming, the baby was coming, the head had crowned and – oh God, just save my baby, my precious baby! And then that sheer, white pain as the head emerged. That ghastly, final push – and out he slipped, like a seal.

I leaned back weakly on the pillows, eyes wide with shock to the ceiling, the agony over. Someone scooped him up joyfully, whisking him up in the air and over my head. They paused to let me see.

‘Look, dear, you’ve got a baby boy.’

I gazed up expectantly, a weak smile forming on my lips, awaiting my precious moment, longing to hold him in my arms. I stared. My mouth fell open in horror. I couldn’t speak for a second, then –

‘Christ.’ I gasped. ‘He’s black!’

My fuddled mind whirled, struggling to take it in. But – I hadn’t, I thought desperately, I hadn’t! I’d remember a thing like that, I –

‘No dear,’ soothed the midwife quickly, ‘he’s just blue. Very dark blue in this case, but his colour’s coming back already, see? It’s lack of air, to his lungs.’

‘Oh! Oh God, I thought –’

I gazed around, surrounded as I was by Jamaican nurses. Not a white face amongst them. Four pairs of huge dark eyes regarded me over their masks.

‘Sorry,’ I gasped. ‘I didn’t mean – but is he OK?’

‘Fine,’ one chuckled, ‘just fine. A very bonny boy.’ She took off her mask and handed him to me, a huge grin splitting her face. ‘Thought you were gonna have to call him Winston, didn’t you, honey?’

They all burst into cackles of laughter, slapping their thighs and clutching one another. I grinned sheepishly, gazing down at my little bundle, who was indeed, getting pinker by the minute.

‘Just going quietly crazy,’ I murmured. ‘As I think one does after that sort of labour. After any sort of labour, come to that. And Maisie, where’s Maisie gone?’ I glanced around, suddenly feeling very euphoric. Needing to share it with someone. ‘Crikey, I’d like some sort of birthing partner round here if you don’t mind,’ I laughed.

‘Over here, my love,’ came a quiet voice from the corner. I twisted my head the other way. Maisie was indeed in the room, but behind me, in the shadows, stuffing a hanky up her sleeve, blue eyes huge and horrified.

‘No no, he’s fine Maisie, absolutely fine,’ I reassured her, one hand cradling the baby, the other reaching out to pull her in. ‘Don’t worry, he just lost a bit of air, but he’s OK!’

She nodded, coming forward, taking my hand, fighting tears. ‘I’ll go and tell Lucas then,’ she muttered. ‘He’s outside.’

‘Yes, yes – and Ned,’ I urged, as she made to go. ‘Maisie, did you get hold of Ned? Try his mobile again or –’

And that’s when I knew. As she turned back to face me. Knew something truly horrendous had happened, when her eyes met mine. Full of foreboding, full of fear.

She shook her head. ‘No, well, no I haven’t done that. But, yes. I’ll – I’ll try again.’

As I let her fingers slip through mine, a terrible fatalism rose up from my soul and stilled me. Something too horrific to contemplate had happened. Something she couldn’t tell me about, not now, not with this newborn baby in my arms. Not within minutes of his birth.


I felt numb and terrified, had already started to tremble. Half an hour later, they wheeled me into a private room and whisked Max away to the nursery. I lay there, paralysed with fear, thinking the unthinkable, so that when it happened, I was almost, ridiculously, prepared.

Maisie and Lucas came in. They sat, side by side, on those grey plastic chairs, white and harrowed, and Lucas told me. In a steady, low voice, twisting his felt hat in his hands, ashen-faced, he told me how Ned had lost control, it seemed, rushing to get here. How he’d taken a short cut from the editing suite where he worked and how, mobile phone in hand, he’d taken a bend too sharply, colliding with a lorry. No belt on, he’d gone straight through the windscreen and had died instantly.

I remember being unable to breathe for a moment and thinking, That’s how Max must have felt with that cord round his throat. I felt – suffocated. Strange, almost inappropriate thoughts whirled around my head, too. It occurred to me, for instance, quite matter-of-factly, that whilst the son was taking his first breath, the father must have been taking his last.

Memory, kindly, becomes something of a blur after that, but I do remember the trembling turning to uncontrollable shakes, and someone whisking a blanket around me, swaddling me like a small child. I remember too that Maisie kept a constant vigil; a constant grip on my hand, never letting go, and looking about ninety.

My abiding memory of that time, though, is that they wouldn’t give me Max. Maybe they thought I wouldn’t want him. That it would be too much for me. Or maybe the received psychobabble was that I’d reject him, take it out on him in some way. Eventually, though, I sat up in bed and screamed the place down. He was rushed back into my arms from down a long corridor.

Ben, four at the time, had to be told, and Lucas and Maisie did that. He came to see me. I have, in my memory bank, snapshots of that time, but absolutely no footage. I have a snap of Ben, for instance, lying on my hospital bed, and of me cuddling him and Max. Then I have another of Lucas driving us back to the flat; me holding Max in the back, one arm around Ben, white-faced, silent. There’s another, too, in the communal hall as we prepared to walk up
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            I

            I arrived at my parents’ house to find that, as
                usual, my sister had beaten me to it. As I crunched up the gravel drive to the
                crumbling red-brick farmhouse, I spotted Helena’s shiny blue BMW already
                parked squarely outside the gabled porch. The front door to the house was wide open.
                As I drew up beside her, Hector, my parents’ aged spaniel, came out to greet
                me, wagging his tail sheepishly. He turned to look apologetically at the rumpus
                coming from within. Voices were raised in anger. I could hear my mother’s
                shrill tones complaining that she could hardly be to blame for smashing a bowl she
                didn’t even know my father had won for school cricket seventy odd years ago if
                he insisted on cutting his toenails on her copy of the Daily Mail she
                hadn’t even read yet.

            ‘Always on the letters page,’ I heard her
                cry as I got out and patted Hector. He cringed and took up position behind me, very
                much staying outside for this one. ‘Which he knows is my favourite page. And
                then he trims his nasal hair on the arts reviews – and we all know the reason
                for that!’

            ‘If you’re implying I shed my personal
                detritus over Lucy’s husband’s column for unattractive reasons, I call
                that poor form,’ my father’s voice rejoined mildly. I stiffened at my
                name.

            ‘Why can’t you use your own paper?
                That’s what I want to know.’

            ‘I find a tabloid a more convenient size. And
                anyway, you don’t read it.’

            I sighed and made my way towards the fray. Ducking under
                the low beam of the front door, I saw the parquet floor of the hall was strewn with
                umbrellas and walking sticks which had clearly been thrown in anger from the wooden
                hat stand, upended on its side. In the sitting room beyond, my parents were squaring
                up to one another either side of the inglenook fireplace. The Persian carpet was
                covered with bits of broken china. Helena, looking pompous, was positioned between
                them, arms outstretched, palms up, like an Italian traffic cop. All she needed was
                white gloves and a whistle. Hovering to one side, eyes shining delightedly, was Mrs
                Cummings, the neighbour who’d summoned us.

            ‘Thank you, Mrs Cummings, it was very kind of you
                to ring us, but I think we can handle this now,’ Helena was saying, glancing
                at, but not greeting me. I didn’t greet them either, there didn’t seem
                much point. It was business as usual at Pope’s Farm, and to express upset or
                astonishment at the scene would be ridiculous. My parents had had another fight. My
                mother was worse the wear for drink and my father not far behind, but managing to
                seize the moral high ground on account of being far more of a functioning alcoholic
                than my mother. He had an air of practised bewilderment as he faced my mother, which
                naturally only served to stir the pot. Mum, slight and elegant in heels, her face
                red, fists clenched and quivering with rage, suddenly lunged at him. He ducked and
                she tottered and fell sideways – into a gleeful Mrs Cummings, who shrieked
                hysterically and sidestepped out of the way, rather unhelpfully, clutching her
                heart.

            ‘You see?’ seethed Helena, lowering Mum on
                to the sofa. ‘This cannot be ignored any longer, Lucy.’

            ‘Thank you, Mrs Cummings,’ I repeated more
                firmly, glaring at my sister in a must-we-do-this-in-front-of-the-neighbours way.
                ‘We’ve got this covered now, but thank you for your call.’

            ‘Well, I was only trying to help,’ she said
                rather huffily as I escorted her to the front door. ‘I wouldn’t want
                anyone to get hurt. And of course I did think of ringing social services
                when I heard the breaking glass, but you’ve always said –’

            ‘That we’ll deal with it, and so we will.
                And I think you’ll find it was a china bowl rather than a cupboard full of
                glass, but thank you.’

            She glanced regretfully over her shoulder as she went
                down the drive; back to the barn conversion next door, where once we’d kept
                hay for the horses. Pity we still didn’t, I thought, as I shut the door on
                her.

            ‘Busybody,’ I muttered, going back into the
                sitting room. ‘She must have been listening in the garden, for crying out
                loud.’

            ‘We couldn’t do without her,’ Helena
                reminded me tersely, as if my parents weren’t there, or were senile, which
                they weren’t.

            ‘Oh, I disagree, I think we should do quite
                well,’ objected my father. ‘When a long-married couple can’t have
                the most basic of conjugal rights, namely a flaming row, in the privacy of their own
                home, things have come to a pretty pass, as that wretched nosy parker would
                say.’

            He began picking up pieces of his bowl, not looking at
                either of us, and although defiant, I could see he was embarrassed.

            I went to the kitchen for a dustpan and brush with
                Helena on my heels. ‘They’re both so pissed,’ she
                whispered in urgent tones as I opened the broom cupboard. ‘It has to
                stop.’

            It didn’t occur to me to wonder how Helena would
                go about achieving this, because I already knew. She wanted care: twenty-four-hour
                care, preferably, with my parents under close watch. All booze locked away,
                obviously, and presumably with some sort of armed guard. Sheltered Housing were
                words she used a lot, before getting out brochures for an over-seventies estate in
                Amersham, where residents had access to a pool, a spa, restaurants – and a
                range of bars, I’d pointed out last time she’d shown it to me.

            ‘Yes, but with like-minded people who would shame
                them into behaving, don’t you see? Peer pressure and all that. And
                there’d be a warden.’

            ‘Like being back at school. Which they’d
                both hate,’ I’d told her. ‘And which they’d resist with
                every fibre of their being.’

            ‘Well, they might hate it to begin with, but
                they’d pretty soon get used to it.’

            Again, like boarding school: the first couple of terms
                utter misery, but thereafter, not too bad actually. And the final years decidedly
                jolly as one gained seniority, which, in my parents’ case, really would be the
                final term. The final curtain. As I gathered the dustpan and brush from the cupboard
                I wondered if she was right. My parents rattled around in this erstwhile farmhouse
                in leafy Buckinghamshire where Helena and I had grown up, and drank themselves to a
                standstill most nights. It could often end in tears, admittedly, but no bloodshed or
                genuine fisticuffs had occurred yet, and but for the noise of smashing china, was it
                really anyone’s business what they did with their own property if no one got
                hurt in the process?

            And nor were they alone. Mum and Dad still entertained
                on a regular basis, and many of their friends were in the same state. Nancy De
                Courcy, Mum’s BF and a fearsome, pony club mother in my youth, had passed out
                in her soup the other day apparently, whereupon everyone had chortled and agreed it
                was lucky it was gazpacho. So what? She’d been cleaned up, laid out on a sofa
                like a stiff according to my father, while the rest of the guests pushed on through.
                She even came round to enjoy a glass of Château d’Yquem with pudding,
                before being driven home together with husband Archie by a very nice chap
                who’d come to collect them. As I pointed out to Helena, if that was our
                children we’d think they’d behaved terribly responsibly.

            ‘Yes, but they’re not children,’
                she’d objected. Helena wanted them to act their age: to play canasta and watch
                    My Fair Lady with other ‘moved on’ folk, and, a tiny bit of
                my brain wondered, let her get her hands on the house.

            I went back to the sitting room and found my father
                settling Mum in her favourite armchair, propping her feet on a footstool, adjusting
                her cushions. She was reaching out for his hand in thanks, her pale blue eyes watery
                as she squeezed it. Daddy brushed aside her apologies for breaking his cricketing
                bowl, and as I swept the small pieces he’d missed, he bustled off to the
                drinks cupboard, muttering about getting her a little pick-me-up, and one for him
                too. For the nerves. I knew it was hopeless to suggest this was not the most
                sensible option, and even Helena only got as far as opening her mouth – and
                shutting it again. We sat on the sofa opposite, watching dejectedly as my old dad,
                tall, rake-thin, still elegant and suave at eighty-six in his whipcord trousers and
                starched shirt, handed my mother, equally thin, and beautifully dressed in ancient
                Chloé, a few stains on the skirt perhaps, lipstick askew and too much eye
                shadow, what looked like a bucket of neat gin.

            ‘We had a marvellous time at the races the other
                day with the Montagues,’ he told us, settling into his own armchair, as if
                absolutely nothing had happened and Helena and I had just popped down for a social.
                ‘Didn’t we, darling?’

            ‘Oh, it was splendid,’ my mother agreed.
                ‘Quite the highlight of my week.’

            ‘Your mother’s got a new suitor,’ he
                told us confidentially, winking roguishly. ‘A retired endocrinologist, a
                professor, who’s moved to the village. He took us in his Bristol. Widowed,
                obviously, and of a rather earnest bent, but your mother worked her magic as
                usual.’

            Helena and I forced tight smiles as Mum chortled,
                cheering up enormously. She patted her hair. ‘I can’t think what your
                father means.’

            Helena and I could. Part of the fabric of my
                parents’ marriage involved spectacular flirtation on my mother’s part
                which always went absolutely nowhere but amused my father no end.

            ‘And then, blow me down,’ she’d say
                around the lunch table in our youth, about some poor besotted admirer, ‘he
                made a terribly improper suggestion, after I’d simply agreed to help him
                choose some cushion covers in Beaconsfield!’ Whereupon Dad would roar with
                laughter. Somehow it didn’t feel quite so funny, these days. Dad, too, would
                still regale us with his conquests, but they were tamer in nature: the girl in the
                chemist who, in her quest for the right knee bandage, had asked him to roll up his
                trouser leg, to which he’d retorted, ‘Only if you will!’

            This charm offensive to anyone deserving enlivened their
                days, and no doubt reminded them of younger ones. And let’s face it,
                there’s precious little charm about these days. It’s hardly crime of the
                century. But it was about all there was left, now. Because the awful truth was that
                Mum’s eyesight was deteriorating to such an extent that she was practically
                disabled – although God help us, she still drove – and any help came in
                the form of my father, who shielded and protected her, but who faced his own
                disabilities, with what he dismissively referred to as his gammy legs. How long
                could this situation go on?

            ‘Have you eaten?’ I asked helplessly.

            They looked at each other rather vaguely as if trying to
                remember. I got to my feet and went to the kitchen with Helena on my heels, hers
                much higher and sharper than mine. It occurred to me that she’d clearly just
                abandoned her desk in the City and headed straight down, believing I couldn’t
                be trusted to take control.

            ‘This time we have to at least insist on AA for
                Mum,’ she told me as I opened the fridge, more through hope than expectation.
                Sure enough, a lemon for the gin and a packet of curly ham greeted me. I retrieved
                the ham and, realizing the fridge was filthy, quickly shut the door.

            I sighed as I turned and regarded my very professional
                sister, the one who’d made such a success of her life: an equity partner in a
                major accountancy firm – although, as my son Ned said when I mentioned
                Helena’s triumphs in envious tones, when had making a success of one’s
                life on those terms ever got anyone into the kingdom of heaven? If my daughter Imo
                was present she’d roll her eyes and disappear, but Ned’s simple faith,
                which exasperated me on many occasions, was a comfort to me where Helena was
                concerned. Not that I necessarily felt I had a free pass into the holy stratosphere,
                but some half-remembered parable about camels and eyes of needles helped.

            ‘You know as well as I do, AA’s a shock
                tactic,’ I told Helena, as the music accompanying the Countdown clock
                suddenly blared through. ‘Dad knows it too.’

            In fact they’d regarded us in abject astonishment,
                eyes wide like children, when Helena had broached it some time ago.

            ‘But we’re simply social drinkers!’
                Mum had exclaimed, lifting her glass to her lips and getting most of it down her
                chin.

            My father, who was more astute, hadn’t responded,
                but his frown and small headshake to his eldest child quashed even Helena, who
                tucked her pamphlet away. My father’s authority was still paramount and
                absolute. His years on the local bench as a magistrate after four decades in the
                City at a stockbroking firm and, before that, active military service as a young
                man, bringing with it a collection of medals, were not to be ignored. And he and his
                dear lady wife, erstwhile mannequin for Norman Hartnell and appearing in no less
                than three issues of Vogue in the fifties, were not to be treated as senile
                dribbling fools, whatever the circumstances.

            ‘Hels, there’s nothing more we can
                do,’ I told her gently as I cut the dry bits off the ham. I knew this was
                anathema to her. Helena thrived on control. ‘We’ve got Irene coming in
                once a week, and Dad isn’t totally incompetent. We can do no more.’

            ‘Except hotfoot it down here every time the alarm
                goes off.’

            ‘The false alarm, actually. From busybody
                Cummings. No, I suggest we don’t. I’ll speak to her later and ask her
                not to overreact again.’

            ‘Unless of course she sees a corpse in the
                garden.’

            ‘As long as it is a corpse, and not just Mum and
                Nance coming round from mild comas on sun loungers like it was before.’

            Her mouth twitched. ‘Well quite.’

            She buttered the toast I handed her, the bread being too
                stale to eat fresh, and then popped in some ham and mustard. We added two glasses of
                lemon barley water and went back to the sitting room to find them merrily competing
                over the quiz show.

            ‘Sensibility!’ roared Dad who could still do
                the Telegraph crossword before breakfast. ‘Any fool can see
                that!’

            They took their sandwiches, Mum oohing and aahing about
                them being cut into triangles, and then they ate them with relish, whilst Helena and
                I discussed who would do a major shop. She would, she decided, since she was here,
                there being no point going back to the office now. When we’d rustled them up a
                little fruit salad from a past-its-sell-by assortment in the fruit bowl, we prepared
                to go. As we got to our feet Mum declared it a ‘very happy
                luncheon’, reaching up from her chair to take our hands in girlish delight.
                Her wide, happy smile glowed, as if we’d just sprung a surprise party on
                her.

            ‘Do let’s do it again soon. We
                don’t see nearly enough of you girls. And bring the children next time,
                don’t you think, Henry?’

            ‘Oh yes, let’s make a party of Mrs
                Cummings’ summonses. So much jollier,’ he chuckled.

            ‘Oh no, we don’t want her,’ frowned my
                mother. ‘Dismal old witch. If I didn’t dislike her so much I’d
                give her a voucher for Elizabeth Arden. If only she knew how a little rouge would
                improve her.’ She attempted to get to her feet.

            ‘Don’t get up, Mum,’ Helena told her
                gently. ‘Dad will see us to the door.’

            She demurred and sank back into her armchair, and my
                father did just that. Once we were outside in the drive, well out of earshot, he
                assured us quietly that all was well. And sweet though it was of us to worry, there
                was really no cause for alarm. And no, they absolutely didn’t need any more
                help. None at all. He wouldn’t meet my eye, though, when he kissed me goodbye,
                and he didn’t see us off as he usually would, smiling and waving in the drive.
                Instead, he hastened back inside, to Mum. Except it was more of a shuffle than a
                hasten.

            Helena sighed as the door closed softly behind him. She
                opened her mouth to opine, then shut it again, defeated.

            ‘How’s everything with you anyway?’ I
                asked quickly, before she could get second wind.

            ‘Oh, fine,’ she said in surprise, wrong
                footed. ‘Non-stop as ever. I’ve got an associate director starring in a
                white-collar fraud trial on Monday and he hasn’t quite decided if he’s
                pleading guilty or not, which is a minor wrinkle. But other than that, yes, fine. Up
                to my eyes and single-handedly keeping the wheels on a highly expensive domestic
                bus. Business as usual.’

            ‘Ant’s ill?’ I asked sympathetically,
                managing not to add, ‘again’.

            Helena’s husband, a delightfully shambolic,
                charming actor who of course didn’t get paid when not working, suffered a bit
                from hypochondria, which sometimes meant even longer stretches of inactivity. It
                drove Helena insane.

            ‘He’s currently got a lump on his leg which
                naturally he thinks is bone cancer, even though every clinician tells him otherwise.
                He’s supposed to be auditioning for Richard III at the National, so I
                told him to bloody well get on with it and do it with a limp, as well as a
                hunchback. No director’s going to mind that. But of course, he won’t.
                Needs a fourth opinion. And how’s Michael?’

            ‘Oh yes.’ I made myself smile but delved
                quickly in my bag for my car keys. ‘He’s on good form.’

            ‘So I hear,’ she said lightly, but it was
                the lightness of steel. ‘The word is you’ll soon be cosying up to some
                Swedish woman called Ingrid in your own jaw-dropping, inimitable style.’ She
                eyed me beadily, but then saw something in my face: naked sorrow perhaps; fear even.
                She instantly regretted her jibe and instead, reached out and put her arms around
                me. We held on tight.

            ‘Don’t do it this time, Luce,’ she
                whispered into my hair. ‘Do something else. Something brave. Leave him,
                hm?’

            I shut my eyes and tried hard not to cry. I nodded as I
                stepped back. She still had her hands on my shoulders as I retrieved my keys. I
                couldn’t look at her.

            ‘I’ll help,’ she promised earnestly.
                ‘I didn’t mean that about the expensive bus, we’ve got pots of
                money. I’ll help, OK?’

            I managed a laugh as I got in the car, still avoiding
                her worried eyes. ‘No need,’ I told her, shoving on my sun-glasses which
                were conveniently on the dashboard. I shut the door and buzzed the window down
                between us which gave me a moment. ‘No need. I promise. All’s well. But
                thank you,’ I told her, meaning it. I stretched out my hand and squeezed hers.
                Still not looking at her, and knowing I was on the cusp of dissolving, I started the
                car. Then I performed an immaculate three-point turn in my parents’ drive,
                gave her a cheery backward wave, and drove away.
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