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September 2004, England

There ought to have been a law against driving while you were in tears. It was probably infinitely more dangerous than negotiating the roads after a third glass of wine. It occurred to Freddie that she almost never drove up the A3 without crying. The whole landscape, from the hideous modern Guildford cathedral perched above the town to the exit signs for RHS Wisley, its slip road congested with elderly gardeners, driving with totally excessive care and attention, was always blurred for her. She was always leaving Harry behind.

She blew convincingly into a tissue, bit hard on her bottom lip, and switched the radio on. Woman’s Hour. Listening to Jenni Murray’s voice was like eating Galaxy chocolate while you were wearing cashmere socks on a suede sofa. If Freddie won the lottery, she was going to offer Jenni Murray a king’s ransom to live with her and read out all the bills and letters, shopping lists and to-dos – think how much nicer life would be.

Jenni Murray was definitely a Tenko mother figure.

She tried to concentrate on the woman talking with passion about the banners of the suffragette movement, but she couldn’t stop seeing Harry. He was much braver than her – he had to be – so she didn’t cry in front of him. She knew her voice was brittle, unnatural, as she straightened his lapels, and smoothed down the rogue curl that sprang from the widow’s peak he had inherited from her. It had earned him the nickname Pugsley, which he had assured her, the first time she’d heard it, shouted across the car park, was no worse than Jugs, or Billy One Ball, or Timmy Tampon – better, probably. She knew he would pull his head away, just as she knew that at home the same gesture would bring him into her shoulder for a hug, their widow’s peaks touching. He was tall for his age, but she was taller. She didn’t tell him to take his hands out of his pockets, although a master surely would. She knew they were fists.

It was okay for her – she was minutes away from being in the car, where she could cry, and no one would see. Harry had to face a dormitory, a hall, four hundred boys. For the next seven weeks, he wouldn’t be anywhere where no one would see. Then she would come to take him home for the oh-so-precious half-term holiday.

Adrian had no idea how much she hated this. By the time he came home this evening she would have cried all her tears. She’d gone to pieces in front of him the first time, and his parents had been there. She’d resented their presence, their need to be fed and entertained, when Harry, who should have been there, wasn’t. She’d cried over the dinner she’d cooked.

Clarissa, Adrian’s mother, (who would alienate two-thirds of the women in camp and, with a bit of luck, get shot for condescension and insubordination really early on) had looked at her with something between disdain and confusion. ‘Of course it’s hard,’ she had said, sounding as though it wasn’t, in the least, ‘but it’s absolutely for the best.’ This brooked no disagreement.

‘Absolutely,’ Charles, Adrian’s pompous father, had echoed. They both said ‘absolutely’ a lot. It made them feel even more right about everything. What the pair of them lacked in intelligence, they more than made up for in dogmatic vehemence. Absolutely insane-making.

‘It was the making of me, Freddie, and it will be of him.’ Adrian had been nodding too. They looked like a line of those velveteen dogs people put in the back of their cars.

Freddie had wanted to smack them one after the other. She wanted to scream, ‘He doesn’t need “making”, you stupid bastards. I made him already. And he’s perfect. And he’s eight years old.’ But even she recognised the futility of it. It was decided. It had been decided since the midwife had held him up and Adrian had spotted the swollen purple testicles he had never doubted that the baby would possess. Adrian had been to the same school as his father and grandfather before him, and Harold Thomas Adrian Noah, seven pounds eight ounces, was to be no exception.

She couldn’t fight them all. Maybe she would have done, but Harry didn’t want her to. He wanted to make his father proud, and his grandfather. ‘It’ll be okay,’ he had told her. ‘I’ll be okay.’ And he was. After three years, she and he were used to the agonising parting. On eighteen hideous days they had said goodbye to each other in that hateful car park. It broke her heart that Adrian didn’t know what it cost his son. She no longer worried that he didn’t know what it cost her.

‘Frederica’s American.’ That was what Clarissa always said, when she was introducing her at some ghastly drinks party or golf club social. Like Sybil Fawlty pointed out that Manuel was from Barcelona. Like ‘Frederica’s got raging impetigo.’ Except that, as far as her mother-in-law was concerned, that complaint was treatable. There was no known cure for being American – unless it was relentless indoctrination and regular use of the word ‘absolutely’. Surely she would understand the necessity of public-school education for male children if she were ‘one of us’. Clarissa had never understood why Adrian had married a foreigner when it was bound to present so many cultural problems, this inappropriate display being only one. The poor child was called Noah, for heaven’s sake. Thank God for the three proper Christian names that preceded it – most entry forms (Oxbridge, Coutts, In and Out Club) would never have enough room for him to include it. She’d insisted on placing the birth announcement in the Telegraph herself, with the express purpose of leaving it out, and had been gracious enough to excuse Frederica’s unpleasant outburst on reading it as the direct result of a long, tiring labour.

Freddie had always thought, or hoped, it was because she was different from the other girls Adrian knew that he had fallen in love with her. They’d met in the Alps, where Freddie was working for a ski company in Méribel. It was the fifth job she’d had since she graduated from university, and easily the most fun. She shared a flat with four other girls, averaged no more than three hours’ sleep a night, and survived on a diet of Rice Krispies and schnapps (which she consumed in legendary quantities with her flatmates in the resort nightclubs each evening), and was having that mythical ‘time of her life’. Adrian had come in with a few army buddies, and had seen her before she spotted him. He told her that his friend Stuart had pointed at her and said, ‘Now, that’s the kind of woman I want to marry.’ She’d been standing on a chunky wooden table, singing ‘Unbelievable’. Unbelievably badly, he had always laughed. He always used to laugh. He hadn’t thought about it for years, as far as she knew. She sometimes wondered if he had only married her because of what Stuart had said.

She’d gone back with him that night to the chalet where he and his mates were staying. They had both been too drunk to do anything, of course. But the next morning, after a cup of coffee, a hot shower and a toothbrush had revived them, my God, they had done it then. Missed a whole day’s skiing doing it.

He’d been fantastic-looking then. Taller than her – if only by a couple of inches – and broad. Freddie was big herself – ‘statuesque’, as Tamsin’s mum had once told her to refer to herself, but for years she had just felt huge – and wasn’t used to feeling, as little women did, protected and precious in a man’s arms. She thought there was a pretty good chance she could have beaten most of the men she had been out with in an arm wrestle, but not Adrian. When she’d come down off the table, and he’d bought her a drink, and they were swaying and watching and getting the feel of each other, he’d put his arms round her waist from behind and his hands had overlapped comfortably. He’d rested his chin on the side of her head, and she had felt suddenly tiny and safe. It was a new and nice sensation. The mates he’d been with that night had called him Red, but that wasn’t fair: his hair was coppery, and there were copper flecks to match in his hazel eyes. Tanned from skiing, he looked all sort of burnished and shiny and healthy and big, and Freddie had thought he was delicious.

When he’d taken her home to meet his family, a few months later, she remembered thinking it was no wonder he’d come looking for her that night. They were so stuffy. So false. So cold. She’d been there a whole day, and no one had said anything with any depth or feeling. Weather, golf, food, golf, people from the golf club, golf. His mother had dwelt briefly on some of the more palatable things Adrian had told her about Freddie: that her father had been a serious lawyer in the States and now, retired, lived out on Cape Cod; that Freddie herself had been educated at Oxford, no less (which was impressive without being threatening, since she showed no inclination to use her BA). And she was beautiful. Long and lean and all blonde curls, with that remarkable widow’s peak and those extraordinary white teeth that Americans tended to have. Clarissa was particularly vocal about the teeth – Freddie felt like a horse. Charles, having established that Freddie’s father was a keen golfer who played several times a week at his club on the Cape, patted her distractedly, then largely ignored her; he was keen to show Adrian the new lob wedge he had won in the spring dinner-dance raffle.

If she hadn’t been what she assumed was so completely in love with Adrian, she might have run a mile after that first visit. But she was, and she believed it was him and her against the world, including his parents. They’d giggled hysterically afterwards. He’d parked his vintage Austin Healey next to a lake near his parents’ home and taken her face in his huge hands. ‘Let’s have a closer look at these teeth, shall we?’ He pushed his tongue into her mouth and ran it across them, then slid a hand down her thigh and slapped it gently. ‘Hmm. Fine flanks. Let’s see how she goes, shall we?’ They’d had to get out, of course. The interior of the Healey wasn’t big enough. He’d made love to her standing up, against the car, one of her feet on the bonnet, whispering horsy terms she’d never heard before, making her giggle even as she concentrated. They’d done it anywhere and everywhere in those days. Freddie thought bed was her least favourite place.

When had he changed sides? When had it become them and him against her?

By the time she got to the M25 Woman’s Hour had finished. The traffic was heavy as, inexplicably, it always was. She joined the motorway, and sat in the middle lane doing no more than twenty miles an hour. She wasn’t in any hurry. She pressed the button and switched from Radio Four to Radio One. She recognised the song – Harry had the album, and he’d been playing it all summer. She turned it up. It felt good to be listening to something he loved. It was hot for September, and she opened the car window to let the breeze in. She felt calmer now.

She didn’t hear her mobile phone ring – the music was too loud – but she saw its persistent green flash in the hands-free holder next to the stereo controls. Adrian’s office number. Grudgingly, she turned Harry’s song down. She hated mobiles. You could never be ‘unavailable’ any more.

‘Hello?’

‘Hello, it’s me.’

‘I know. Caller ID.’

‘Of course. How did it go?’ He never rang to ask her that.

‘Fine.’ So she wasn’t about to tell him.

‘Can you talk?’

She’d thought they already were. ‘Yes. Traffic’s crummy. I’m going about two miles an hour. What’s up?’

She heard him take a deep breath – actually heard him. ‘Perhaps it’d better wait until we’re home.’

‘What?’

‘No … it’s okay.’

Freddie was instantly irritated. ‘For goodness sake, Adrian, what’s wrong? You’ve obviously rung about something …’

When he spoke next, his voice was louder, and stronger. ‘I think you should know that I’m seeing someone. It’s become rather serious, actually. I love her, and we want to be together. I wanted to wait until Harry had gone back. I know it’s going to be rather complicated …’ His voice trailed off.

He’d started so well, she thought. You’d think once you’d told your wife you were in love with your lover it wouldn’t be that much harder to tell her you wanted a divorce and one or other of you out of the home you shared. But apparently it was.

Silence. She very nearly felt sorry for him. Pandora’s box: lid off. Can of worms: opened. Cat: no longer in bag.

‘Freddie? Are you there? Freddie?’

More silence.

‘Freddie, come on. We have to talk about this –’

‘No, Adrian. Apparently you have to talk about it. Right now I think you’ll find that I absolutely don’t have to.’ And she pushed the red button that cut him off. Her hand was shaking.

She turned the radio on again. The inexplicable jam had cleared, just as inexplicably, and soon she could go at fifty, sixty, then seventy miles per hour. She moved into the fast lane and drove.

It would have been even more unforgivable if she’d been surprised. She’d known about it, of course. Did a wife ever really not know? She doubted it. It was more a question of whether or not you wanted to know. Because if you did you had to deal with it. And dealing with it was going to be more than ‘rather complicated’, she feared.

She felt almost bad about hanging up on him. Lousy timing. It had probably been like lancing a boil. Or throwing up after a dodgy prawn. He had probably waited until he couldn’t bear any longer not to get it out. She had left Harry maybe an hour ago.

Antonia Melhuish. If she was honest with herself, Freddie had seen the spark flash between them the first time they had met. Antonia had been married to Jonathan, a friend of Adrian’s from the army. She was pretty, rather than beautiful. Neat – that’s how Freddie always thought of her. Not being able to wash in hot water in camp would have completely freaked her out. She was the kind of woman who never went out without makeup or a belt in her trousers, and whose toenails changed colour in summer to match her outfits. The kind of woman who, years ago, would have made Freddie feel inadequate, unfeminine. Not now. Freddie was more or less happy in her own skin, and that kind of attention to detail seemed vaguely absurd to her. Antonia and Jonathan had never had children, and Freddie had always assumed that was because children would interfere with the neatness: of her figure, her home, her life. But they’d never been close enough for her to ask. Jonathan had moved on to someone messier about three years ago, and now they had a baby. Drunk and miserable at some party, he’d once told her that Antonia always got up out of bed after they had made love and washed herself. He said it made him feel dirty, the idea that she couldn’t sleep with something of him on her.

She didn’t know how long it had been going on. Probably longer than she imagined. What was that statistic Jenni Murray had told her a few months back? The average extramarital affair lasted seven years. Maybe theirs had too. There’d been nothing sit-com or Trisha show about Freddie finding out – she hadn’t pulled a pair of Antonia’s knickers out of the washing-machine after she’d washed the sheets, or found receipts for romantic dinners she hadn’t eaten when she went through Adrian’s suits before she took them to the dry cleaner. In fact, she wasn’t domestic enough for either of those, and Adrian was a careful man – he wouldn’t have been caught out by something so elementary. She hadn’t walked in on them banging away in her bed, or seen their hands clasped, or their ankles entwined under the table at some dinner party. It had been much more subtle. The way he had stopped confiding in her and asking for advice about things at work. He didn’t ask how he looked, or whether she loved him. He had stopped leaning on her. The way he made love to her had changed too. Not that he had refused to do it with the lights on, or anything like that…. Freddie wondered if Antonia Melhuish knew that she and Adrian still had sex as frequently as ever. Perhaps not. And that he was more giving in bed, less interested in himself. He’d always been a great lover – but now he was fantastic. A best-behaviour lover. One day it had all made sense. He didn’t need anything from her any more: he was getting it from someone else.

Antonia Melhuish.

And now he wanted to be with her all the time. He wanted to leave Freddie and Harry, and the end-of-terrace house in Shepherd’s Bush where they had lived for ten years. He wanted to do it now.

It was funny, but the longer the affair had gone on, the less likely it had seemed that he would leave her. Men didn’t leave their wives and children. How many times had she read that in the advice column of a women’s magazine? They said all sorts of things about loving the other woman and being understood better and waiting for the right time, but they never went.

Jonathan had left, though, and for a few months Freddie had been afraid. Antonia Melhuish had been all alone in her warehouse in Battersea.

But Adrian had stayed, and they hadn’t confronted her, and she had relaxed. Married men don’t leave their wives.

Freddie was on the M4 now. She felt light-headed, as if she shouldn’t be driving. She pulled off at the service station, and parked in a row of empty spaces. Adrian had put a roadblock in her head, and it was looming huge, dark and impenetrable. He was going to make her deal with it.

Freddie wasn’t a great crier. Her father had always said women’s tears were manipulative, and she had learned at an early age that they wouldn’t get her anywhere with him. Instead she did this dry-crying thing, where she squeezed her eyes shut and felt her lungs tighten, but nothing happened: no appealing tears rolled down her cheeks; there was no snot, no blotchy eyes. It wasn’t nearly so satisfying, but it was the best she could do. She put her head on the steering-wheel and closed her eyes. She was exhausted.

This time when the phone rang, it was loud and intrusive in the silent car. She raised her head reluctantly. She wasn’t going to talk to him again until she was ready. She had no idea what to say to him.

It wasn’t his number on the caller ID – not his mobile, his office or their home number. It wasn’t even Antonia Melhuish’s. It was a US number.

‘Hello?’

‘Hello, Freddie?’

‘Yes, hello?’ It was a lousy line, all fuzzy and far away.

‘It’s Grace.’

‘I can hardly hear you.’

‘It’s your father, Freddie. I’m afraid I’ve got some –’ The line went dead.

Freddie didn’t know the number by heart – she seldom rang it – and had to fumble in her handbag for her diary. She punched it in carefully. This time the line was crystal clear. ‘Grace?’

‘Oh, Freddie. Thank goodness. It’s your father –’

‘What? What’s happened?’

‘He’s dead, Freddie.’

It took Tamsin Bernard twenty-five minutes to get from her house to Heston Services, westbound, in her big burgundy people-carrier, and another five to walk across the bridge to the eastbound side. She was too pregnant to go faster. Even at twenty-seven weeks, Tamsin’s belly was so low and so vast that it made negotiating the stairs slow and uncomfortable. She paused briefly in front of the Kentucky Fried Chicken concession, remembered that she had left her handbag in the car on the westbound side, then that she was on a mercy dash to her best friend, and pushed open the door to the car park. She squinted into the September sun, looking for Freddie’s silver Volvo.

Freddie was leaning against it, with her back to her, smoking a cigarette. Tamsin hadn’t seen her do that for a few years. ‘Thelma,’ she shouted, ‘Louise is here. Where are we off to?’ Freddie hadn’t said why she needed her, just that she did, and where to come. Tamsin hadn’t asked. She knew Freddie hated the phone, and that she wouldn’t ask if she wasn’t desperate – she never did stuff like this.

Freddie turned and smiled at her best friend. It was such a relief to see her. Tamsin smiled back. ‘If it’s a long way, can you spot me a fiver for some Kentucky first?’

Freddie put out her arms in a gesture of helplessness. ‘My dad died, Tamsin.’

‘He what? When?’

‘Last night. He died in his sleep.’

‘How’d you find out?’

‘Grace rang me just before I rang you.’

‘Grace? Your dad’s housekeeper, yeah?’

‘Yes. She found him.’

‘Christ. Poor woman. Are you all right?’

‘I don’t know. What do I do, Tams?’ Freddie took a long drag on a cigarette.

Tamsin took it away from her and stubbed it out on the ground with the toe of her boot. ‘Well, not that, for a start. It won’t help, and it’ll give you lung cancer and bad breath.’

Freddie rolled her eyes and let Tamsin pull her into her arms, although she was only five foot two and they must have looked absurd standing together there.

She talked over Tamsin’s shoulder. ‘I didn’t even like the guy.’

‘Me neither.’

Freddie laughed. Almost cried. ‘He couldn’t stand you.’

‘Thanks very much.’

‘That’s okay.’

‘So …’

‘So what?’

‘So I haven’t seen him in almost two years. He’s hardly a part of my life at all. I cannot remember the last time we were together when we didn’t row about something, when he didn’t make me feel like a failure and a disappointment and a pale shadow of the son he undoubtedly wanted me to be. I don’t think he loved me, and I’m not sure I loved him. I moved continents to get away from him. So why am I standing here smoking, for Christ’s sake, feeling like someone pulled the rug out from under me?’

Tamsin patted her arm comfortingly. ‘Not liking a parent doesn’t mean there’s no baggage to deal with when they die, Fred. I think it probably means there’s more.’

‘Baggage? What’s with you?’

‘Baggage. Stuff. Shit. Feelings. You know what I mean.’

Freddie shrugged.

‘Have you told Adrian? Or did you call me because you couldn’t get hold of him or something?’

She’d forgotten. She looked at Tamsin’s open, lovely face.

‘Oh, Tams. There’s something else …’

The burgundy people-carrier was filthy and smelt of dog. Dog and Kentucky Fried Chicken. Freddie’s last revelation had sent Tamsin over the edge, and she was balancing a cardboard box precariously on her ever-decreasing lap, eating chicken dippers as she drove. The silver Volvo was still parked at the service station. ‘I think Adrian can chuffing well figure that one out, don’t you?’ she’d insisted. ‘You’re coming back with me.’

That was what Freddie had expected, and longed for. She’d been running home to Tamsin, one way or another, for nearly twenty years. The first time they’d barely known each other, really. It had been a few weeks into their first term. Tamsin had had to go home to be her eldest sister’s bridesmaid, she said, and it was going to be too grim, all peach taffeta and dodgy dancing, and Freddie just had to come with her, please, please, please. Freddie had abandoned the essay on the Pre-Raphaelite movement she should have been writing and they’d caught the train together on a Friday night. What Tamsin had neglected to mention until after they had changed trains in Reading and it was too late for Freddie to turn back, was that she was one of nine children, seven of them girls, and that Freddie was about to be plunged into cacophonous chaos.

Freddie was an only child. Nothing could have prepared her for what awaited her or, peculiarly, for how it had grabbed her and made her heart sing. The Johnson home in Wiltshire was miles from anywhere; a filthy Land Rover took for ever to negotiate its way down a long, bumpy track that had obviously been incredibly muddy until the frost of the last few days. It was driven, erratically and with much swearing, by Tamsin’s eldest sister Anna, the not-prone-to-blushing bride-to-be, who let out a raucous laugh as she recounted each detail of her hen night the previous weekend. She pulled up in front of a vast, dilapidated Queen Anne farmhouse, and two Border collies set upon them boisterously as soon as they got out.

Tamsin’s father appeared in the doorway and called the dogs, then saw Tamsin and ran at her, lifted her up and swung her round. ‘My darling girl! Welcome home!’ Clearly he was overjoyed to see her. Freddie felt self-conscious, foreign, and fairly lonely in this place, which was so unlike any home she had ever had. Then he put Tamsin down and came to her. ‘Tams has told us all about you, Freddie. We’re so glad you’ve come.’ She, too, was folded into his embrace, and it didn’t feel at all strange. ‘Come in, come in – your mum’s desperate for a hand, Tams. You’re not a moment too soon.’

Tamsin’s mum, Caroline, was in the kitchen. It was huge, dominated at one end by a black Rayburn, and at the other by a wall of photographs, hanging haphazardly; school photographs, weddings, christenings, graduations, children rolling in grass, standing triumphant on hilltops and laughing on wide winter beaches.

There was a long, scrubbed-pine table in the middle of the room. At one end there were about twenty cream jugs, each with its own arrangement of peach roses, baby’s breath and greenery. At the other, Tamsin’s mum was bent over a wedding cake, her face set in concentration as she laid a peach rosebud on its top tier. She was short and round, like her daughter (all her daughters, as it turned out), with Tamsin’s gleaming dark hair (although she always admitted that hers was now from a bottle). When she saw them in the doorway, she beamed and wiped her hands on her apron. ‘You’re home, you two!’

It was like being wrapped in a duvet, being there with all of them. That first time, and every time since.

The farmhouse had become Freddie’s English refuge, the family her adopted clan, from Anna, now a mother of three, to George, Tamsin’s Down’s syndrome brother, who still lived at home with Caroline. Freddie had always loved being there. Tamsin’s dad had died, and Freddie remembered his funeral as the only time she had been to the farmhouse and not found it reverberating with laughter, shouting and Frank Sinatra. But even then there had been a place for her with them, and she had felt almost as much a part of the mourning as they were.

When Tamsin had married Neil she had franchised her own version of the Wiltshire farmhouse, crammed into a semi in Ealing, whose walls were painted in a riot of primary colours while the china was mismatched and chipped. Now home to her own three babies (she was carrying number four), a Labrador and Meghan, the Australian au pair, it rang with the same noises of her childhood home, although Robbie Williams had replaced Frank, to Neil and Caroline’s despair.

It was still the first place Freddie wanted to be when anything went wrong. Today was a good day to be there.

They didn’t talk much on the way home. Freddie could see that Tamsin was angry. Her rosebud mouth was tight, and her knuckles were white on the wheel. It was sweet of her to feel so cross with Adrian. Freddie wondered why she herself didn’t. Until Tamsin had asked about him in the car park she had almost forgotten his call. It had been like a slap in the face, followed immediately by a punch – the slap had stung, but the punch had obliterated it. Inside her head she kept saying, ‘My father is dead. My father is dead.’ It didn’t sound quite right.

Tamsin’s house had off-street parking because Neil had had the front garden tarmacked. Tamsin parked next to Meghan’s Fiat Uno, narrowly missing its wing mirror. Driving wasn’t her strong suit, and she got appreciably worse when she was pregnant. Only the current baby was at home with Meghan. Flannery – named for Flannery O’Connor, one of Tamsin’s heroines of American literature but universally known as Flancase, except by her mother, who always tried to use the full name, and Caroline, who called all her children and grandchildren Poppet, because it was simpler – was holding court outside in a high chair, waving half a banana, having smeared the rest into her hair and clothes. Meghan, in hipster jeans and a micro bikini top (the guards would have been clamouring to sleep with her, but Meghan had principles, and Aussie grit) was next to her in a deck-chair, murmuring encouragement and admonishment while she tried to finish her book. She was devouring Tamsin’s paperback collection of the classics.

Tamsin had more books than anyone Freddie had ever known. Literature was her passion. Hence the children’s names, and her apparent willingness to condemn her son to a lifetime of saying ‘Homer – as in The Iliad not Simpson.’ Tamsin thought Homer Bernard a fine name. She was a spectacularly successful secondary-school teacher because her enthusiasm was contagious. Bookshelves lined practically every wall and crowded every landing; to the astonishment of any one who noticed, the books were in meticulous alphabetical order. Even the children had learned quickly that to empty the kitchen cupboards or to dig up the bulbs in the borders was acceptable, but to mix Marvell and Milton was sacrilege.

‘Hiya.’ Meghan didn’t get up when they came in.

‘Hello. And hello, my darling! How’s Mummy’s girl?’ Tamsin kissed a banana-free patch on Flannery’s forehead.

Freddie tousled the baby’s hair, ‘Hi, Flancase,’ and was rewarded with a 100-watt grin.

Meghan waved. ‘How are you, Freddie?’

Freddie smiled with her lips pressed tightly together. ‘Fine, thanks. Great Indian summer, hey?’ Quietly thought: Bloody hell, I am English. When did that happen?

‘I’ve made the salad you like, Tams, the one with the pecans and that dressing, and there’s some ready-to-bake ciabatta in the larder that just needs bunging in the oven for ten minutes or so. And a gooseberry fool. Me and Flancase’ll be out of your hair in a few minutes, won’t we, angel?’

Tamsin’s head was in the fridge. ‘Where are you off to? I know you told me … pregnancy memory …’

‘Music. Bit of ‘Dingle Dangle Scarecrow’, which actually quite rocks, doesn’t it, Flan? And then we’ll probably have a coffee. I’ll pick up Homer and Willa on the way home.’

‘Perfect.’

Now Freddie took in the patio table, which was laid for two with fabric napkins and a vase of gerberas. ‘Oh, Tamsin, I’m sorry. You’ve got someone coming for lunch and now I’ve messed it up. Look, call me a cab and I’ll bugger off.’

‘Don’t be daft. You’re going nowhere. Besides, I’ve had that Kentucky now – there’s some salad going begging.’

‘But I’m not really up for company.’

‘It’s not company, it’s Matthew. He’s working from home this week, some trillion-page thingy he’s got to read, and I said I’d feed him. That’s all.’ She looked at Freddie sideways. ‘I can cancel him, if you like?’

‘No. Matthew’s fine.’

‘He was only saying, at the weekend, actually, that he hadn’t seen you and Adrian for ages. He’d love it. You’re much better company than I am. These days, I fall asleep after three sips at lunchtime.’

Freddie laughed. ‘Shut up.’

‘Good, that’s settled. You get the cork out of this,’ she handed Freddie a bottle of cold Sauvignon Blanc, ‘and I’ll get Madam here a bit respectable while Meghan finds out whodunit.’

‘Oy,’ they heard Meghan shout down the stairs, ‘this is bloody Thomas Hardy not Agatha Christie, I’ll have you know.’

‘Glad to hear it!’ Tamsin hoisted Flannery out of the high chair and slid her to her hip. ‘Go on, Freddie, get out there and sit down.’

Freddie opened the bottle, poured herself a big glass, then went out on to the patio, and sat in Meghan’s deck-chair. The sun was bright and she pulled her glasses off the top of her head to shield her eyes. She closed them anyway, leaned back against the canvas and let herself be still. She tried to make herself breathe evenly and think nothing.

She didn’t hear Matthew come out to join her. He’d eased himself past the enormous three-wheeler buggy at the front door, and Tamsin had ushered him outside while she sorted Flannery out.

For a full minute he just looked at her. At the sun shining on her blonde curls, and her long brown legs with their pink toenails and her familiar face.

Tamsin would be here in a minute. Finally he spoke, went to the deck-chair and touched her shoulder lightly.

‘Freddie! I didn’t expect to see you here.’

She turned her head, pushed the glasses back on to her head and squinted, and three lines appeared down each side of her nose. ‘Hello, sweetheart.’ She put out her arms.

He knelt down and put one hand on the arm of the deck-chair to hug her. And even then it was hard not to let the weight of his chest come down onto hers. She smelt of Aromatics Elixir, like she always did.

‘I’m crashing, I’m afraid.’ And then, ‘I just dropped Harry at school.’

His face was concerned. ‘Poor you. Was it awful?’

She shrugged, still within his embrace. ‘You know.’ And it felt as if he did. Childless Matthew.

He hugged her again, then stood up, pulling her with him. ‘Seven weeks and counting?’

‘Exactly.’

‘You look wonderful,’ he said.

‘You look stressed.’ He did. His dark hair was peppery down the sides, these days, and he didn’t have any end-ofsummer colour. ‘I told you you should come with us to Portugal. Or you could have gone with Tams and Neil to France.’

‘Christ! You’re not recommending that as a cure for stress, surely?’ Matthew grimaced. The Bernards and Meghan had gone to Euro Disney in the putrid purple people-carrier.

‘Maybe not. But Portugal?’

‘Was it wonderful?’

‘It would have been more fun with you. I still haven’t got over the rejection, actually.’

‘Yeah, yeah!’

‘Ninety degrees in the shade. Couldn’t get Harry away from the pool or Adrian away from the golf course. Could have done with the company.’

‘What happened to Tuscany? Every year you say Tuscany.’

‘And every year I lose the popular vote.’

‘Next year?’

Freddie’s face darkened briefly. ‘You know what, Matt? Next year I might just get to Tuscany.’

‘Then I might just come with you.’

‘You’re on. Where’s Tamsin got to?’ She wasn’t ready to tell anyone yet about Adrian. Pride? Or was the sentence ‘Adrian’s having an affair’ too difficult? And she didn’t know how to tell him about her father. Not after Sarah.

Tamsin told him. She wasn’t so careful with Matthew. Which was why he loved her so much. She said it while she put salad into bowls. ‘Freddie’s dad died yesterday. In his sleep.’

‘God.’ Matthew put his hand on Freddie’s. It felt warm. ‘I’m so sorry, Fred. I didn’t know … Was there … He wasn’t …?’

‘He wasn’t ill, Matt. Nothing like that. But he was old – eighty-two. I suppose it sounds stupid to say I’m shocked.’

‘It’s always a shock, I think. Expected or not.’ Now Freddie put her own hand on his. Tamsin waddled round the table and stood between them, pulling their heads in towards her bump.

Sarah had been dead for a little over three years. It always surprised Freddie when she remembered how long it had been. She could recall vividly when it had been a week, a month, six months, a year. It was always a shock to discover that life carried on. And now it was more than three years. And Sarah had been a wife, not a father.

Much later Matthew took her home, when they’d finished the wine, and three cafetières of strong coffee. For Matthew and Freddie the garden was warm and the support quietly tangible. For Tamsin, their presence was a good excuse not to do any washing. Homer and Willa had eventually returned with Meghan and Flannery, Matthew and Freddie had listened to them reading while Tamsin grilled sausages and mashed potatoes. Willa, who was six, had leaped gleefully on Freddie, screeching about some playground débâcle she had had with a girl called Phoebe, then demanded that Freddie stay until after bathtime. Homer and Matthew buried their dark heads in a Philip Pullman novel. The Neighbours theme tune blared out, and Flannery took off her nappy in the living room.

‘Where’s Harry?’ Willa demanded.

‘He’s at his school, sweetie.’ Willa and Freddie often had this conversation about him.

Willa couldn’t grasp why it was necessary to sleep at school when you had been there all day: ‘It’s much nicer sleeping at home with your mummy and daddy. You should go and get him, Freddie. He’s probably really, really sad.’ Wise child, Freddie thought.

Homer thought boarding-school sounded great. Largely, Freddie suspected, because of the lack of sisters there. She had heard Homer say his prayers at night: ‘Please, God, let the new baby be a boy, and by the way, I didn’t mean it when I said I hated Flannery. I just hate her wrecking my stuff, God, and she does it all the time. Amen.’ Freddie hoped the new baby was a boy for him, too, although she feared slightly for his name.

‘Call me,’ Tamsin had said, when she left. ‘Call me whenever.’

‘I know.’

‘Adrian home?’ Matthew had parked a few houses away from Freddie’s in Addison Gardens. There were no lights on in the living room at the front, or upstairs in their bedroom.

‘I think so. Unless he’s at the driving range.’ Or at Antonia Melhuish’s. She didn’t say that. She still hadn’t told Matthew about it.

‘Do you want me to come in with you?’

‘No need. I’m fine. I’ve got some figuring out to do, I suppose.’

‘Will you go?’

‘I guess I’ll have to. There’ll be things to sort out, won’t there?’

Matthew nodded. ‘You know who you should call?’

‘Reagan. She’s good at this stuff. Maybe I will.’

‘And Adrian. He’ll be there for you?’ Matthew wasn’t looking at her. ‘I will be, too. You know that, don’t you?’ Now he was looking at her. His dear familiar face was kind.

‘There is something you could do, Matt.’

‘Name it.’

‘Could you take me to Harry tomorrow? I need to tell him face to face. And I just need to see him.’

‘Of course, but won’t Adrian –’ He stopped himself. ‘Pick you up around ten?’

‘I’m sure that’ll be fine. I’ll call the headmaster first thing and let him know I’m coming. Thanks, Matt, I appreciate it.’ She kissed his cheek lightly. He put his hand to her hair and ruffled it gently.

While she fumbled on the doorstep for her key, he opened the passenger window and leaned across to speak to her. ‘Call Reagan!’

She nodded. ‘Night.’

And he was gone.

*

It was November 1988, five months after they had graduated. Reagan was at law school in Chester, at the start of her final year before articles – she’d already been snapped up by a massive, macho corporate City firm in London. When she finished next summer, they were all going to go Interrailing, then get a flat together. Freddie was working in the perfume hall at Harrods, filling time before she flew home for Christmas in Boston. Sarah was working on the local paper in Wales, where her parents still lived, and writing short stories and magazine articles at night in her dad’s study. Tamsin had started her PGCE in Nottingham, after spending the summer at home, helping her mum on the farm while her dad was recovering from a mild heart-attack.

They missed each other. When Reagan rang Freddie and told her there was a bop on, the three others found themselves on the platform at Euston, waiting for the train.

Reagan met them gleefully at the station, and they walked arm in arm to where she lived in a tiny terraced house with two relative strangers from the law college. ‘One’s all right, I suppose,’ she said, ‘but she’d sleep with the guards for food, and eat it all herself. The other wouldn’t make it through the first week.’ The others nodded sagely.

Reagan opened a couple of bottles of Bulgarian Cabernet Sauvignon from Safeway, and they took turns to shower in the tiny avocado bathroom, then congregated in Reagan’s double bedroom, giggling in their bras and pants, sharing makeup. Madonna sang tinnily from Reagan’s ghetto-blaster beside an old spotted, cracked mirror. Tamsin was dancing, MC Hammer style, to make them laugh. Her knickers were greying, and coming away from the elastic, and her bra was probably two sizes too small. Reagan had no chest at all, just nipples like corks. She pulled on a pair of tiny black knickers, and eyed Tamsin’s underwear suspiciously. ‘Can we safely assume from the state of those pants that you’re not on the pull tonight, Tams?’

‘Course not,’ Tamsin scoffed.

‘Really?’ Sometimes, just sometimes, Reagan’s voice had an edge to it. ‘Still with Neil?’

Freddie answered – she hadn’t liked Reagan’s tone. ‘More than ever, eh, Tams? But it’s not going to stop us lot having the flat, is it? You’re not quite ready for married bliss yet, are you?’

‘She’s been ready for that since they had a shared shelf in the fridge in their second year.’ Reagan’s tone was lighter now. Whatever the moment was, it had passed.

‘Neil’s got another three or four years before we can think about moving in together,’ Tamsin was saying, ‘and I’ve got my teacher training to do, and then a school to find.’

‘You’ve got it all planned, then?’

‘Well,’ Tamsin giggled, ‘I have. I just hope Neil’s thinking the same way …’

‘He is. He is.’ Freddie didn’t doubt it.

‘What about Sarah?’ Reagan nodded towards the bathroom. ‘Is she seeing anyone?’ They could hear her singing happily above the trickle of the shower.

‘I don’t think so,’ Freddie replied.

Reagan, still naked but for her lacy knickers, was drawing a line of kohl on her top eyelid.

‘What about you?’ Freddie wanted to know. ‘You’re the one in the fit-to-be-seen pants, smelling of … what’s that? Chanel?’

Reagan handed her the bottle. ‘Graduation present from my gran. Gorgeous, isn’t it?’

‘Don’t change the subject.’ Freddie took a swig of the caustic red wine. ‘Who’s the lucky man tonight?’

She thought Reagan almost blushed.

‘No one.’

Tamsin, dressed now, picked up her towel and flicked Reagan with the corner. ‘Come on! We know – don’t we, Fred? – when you’re on the prowl. Who is he?’

Reagan rubbed the red mark on her thigh. ‘That hurt …’ They were still watching her. Sarah had turned the water off now.

‘Okay, okay. I suppose if it goes the way I’m planning tonight you’ll find out soon enough. He’s on my course. Did his degree at Bristol. His name’s Matthew Bartholomew and he’s lovely. A bit like Tom Cruise, only taller. With brown eyes. And he looks much cleverer. He looks serious, actually, but I don’t think he is. He’s from Newcastle.’

‘Look at her face!’ Tamsin said. ‘She’s gone.’ Reagan’s face had softened, Freddie saw. She looked really pretty. ‘You’re a dark horse.’

Reagan shook her head. ‘Nothing’s happened. I mean, we’ve barely spoken. It’s just that there’s something about him. I think I really like him. I suppose it sounds mad – I just have this feeling, you know, that there’s some connection between us. Something …’ Her voice trailed off. She looked at Freddie and Tamsin, who broke the moment by humming Simon Bates’s ‘Our Tune’, heads together, bodies swaying. ‘Fuck off.’

‘No, really, it doesn’t sound weird at all.’ Freddie put an arm round her friend’s shoulder. ‘It sounds … sort of beautiful.’ She and Tamsin burst into giggles. ‘But what I really want to know is, if he’s there tonight and you go off with him, can I have your bed?’

The three were still laughing when Sarah came in with a yellow towel round her shoulders and her long dark hair combed out over it. ‘What’s funny?’

‘Nothing.’ Reagan didn’t want to be laughed at anymore. ‘Get a move on, Sarah. It started at eight and it’s eight forty-five already. These morons are going to be too pissed to dance if we don’t get there soon.’

Those bops were all the same – cheap beer, nasty wine, dark rooms filled with sweaty people shouting over the music. Full-on snogging in one corner, a row brewing in another, and at least one person throwing up outside in the nearest bush. Fantastic.

At first they didn’t notice that Sarah was missing. Tamsin was trying to repel the advances of some prop forward type who kept ‘accidentally’ thrusting his pelvis suggestively into her hip, and Freddie was pretty drunk. It was Reagan who saw her. She’d been walking the circuit from bop to bar regularly, concentrating hard on appearing nonchalant, waiting to see him. And eventually, at about half past ten, she did. He was with Sarah. They were standing close together in a corner, and his right arm was raised above both their heads, making a private little world for them. Sarah had to stand on tiptoe to talk into his ear, and when she did, he leaned his head back a little to look into her eyes as he smiled, then bent down to reply, his lips in her hair. Reagan watched them until she saw his hand on her cheek, his mouth move towards hers, and his other arm come down round her back to pull her to him. Then she went back into the bop.

Later that night, Sarah was in her pyjamas, talking dreamily about kissing the most amazing boy. Reagan shot Tamsin and Freddie such a look when Sarah said his name that they were both too frightened to react. All she ever said to them about it, had said about it in the last fourteen years, the next morning when Sarah had gone to meet him for breakfast, was that Sarah had been in the shower, she hadn’t heard a thing, and they must promise faithfully that she never would. And they had.

The answer-machine was flashing insistently. Two new messages. Freddie pushed the button and went to switch on the kettle.

‘Freddie?’ He had the decency to sound a bit worried. ‘It’s me, Adrian.’ As though this morning’s phone call meant he could no longer use the ‘me’ of intimacy. ‘I thought you’d be home by now.’ A pause, as though he thought she was at home and not answering, and might do so at the sound of his voice. ‘But you’re not.’ You’re floundering, Adrian. A penny dropped. ‘I suppose you must be at Tamsin’s.’ Another pause. ‘I hope so. I hope she’s helping.’ Fuck off. ‘I’ll be home tonight.’ Whose home? ‘I hope you’ll be there then so that we can talk some more.’ Talk at all. ‘And Freddie, I’m sorry about this morning.’ What did that mean?

The kettle had boiled, and Freddie poured some water over a teabag in a mug.

‘Freddie.’ This voice was Reagan’s. ‘I thought you’d be home by now. Tamsin rang about ten minutes ago. Call me. I’m at the office until about ten thirty. I’ll be working at home after that. So, whenever you want, just call me.’

Her assistant was still working, too. Freddie thought that the woman’s voice softened when she gave her name, and wondered what Reagan had told her. ‘Freddie Valentine. Oh, yes, I’ll put you straight through.’

‘Fred? I’m so sorry. About your father and Adrian.’ Freddie was grateful, on this occasion, that there was no big pause for her to pour her feelings into. ‘What an absolute pisser. Two in one day.’ Reagan was always staccato. It used to be from shyness, but in recent years it had been down to efficiency and purpose. Freddie had always imagined that Reagan scared the hell out of any opposing counsel.

‘One thing at a time, Fred,’ Reagan went on. ‘We’ll deal with Lord Fauntleroy later.’ That was what she had called Adrian since the first time she had seen his flat behind Harvey Nichols, to which he had driven Freddie and her in his Austin Healey, a passing-out present from his parents when he had left Sandhurst. Freddie smiled. Later seemed like a good idea.

‘You’ll go over, I assume.’ Along with everybody else. She wasn’t at all sure that that was what she wanted, but Reagan didn’t wait for a response. ‘Well, I’m coming with you. I’m due some time off, you know.’

Freddie smiled again. Reagan hadn’t had a proper holiday in about ten years. She was probably due six months off. ‘Reagan –’

‘Don’t thank me,’ Reagan interrupted. She knew perfectly well Freddie hadn’t been about to thank her, but now that she had had this idea, made this plan in her own head, she was intent on making it happen. She’d thought it as soon as Tamsin had told her. ‘I hear the Cape is great at this time of year. Leave and all that. Besides, you’re crap at all that stuff, and you need me. You can’t deny it.’ Freddie wouldn’t have dared try. ‘Shall I book flights for both of us?’

‘Do I get to think about it overnight?’

Reagan’s smile was almost audible. ‘Just overnight. Call me first thing. We’re going business class – I’ve got a zillion air miles and it’s about time I spent some.’

Freddie thought she sounded almost excited.

‘Talk tomorrow, then?’ Reagan said.

‘First thing?’

‘First thing. Get some sleep.’ That was Reagan’s formulaic response to traumatic news, just as she would have said, ‘Boil water and tear up sheets,’ if Freddie had told her she was in labour.

Freddie took her tea and wandered into the living room. She still felt a little like a stranger in it, with its heavy drapes and sea-grass flooring. It was full of her parents-in-law’s antiques – for which she was expected to be garrulously grateful, although she had not asked for them – and hung with dull Victorian watercolours. It felt like a Harley Street surgeon’s waiting room.

The basement kitchen was her place. She had found an architect who would take out the whole back wall and replace it with a glass atrium so that the room was flooded with light on the darkest days. It had huge glass panel doors that slid back so that on warm days the kitchen was in the garden. It had white walls, checked curtains and beech work surfaces, and a dozen black-and-white photographs of Harry, twinkly-eyed and laughing, and lots of primary coloured finger paintings, poems and stories he had made and written. Adrian worried about fingerprints on the glass or the neighbour’s cats running amok, and his mother was speechless at the violation of the house (‘If one must live in a Victorian terrace, the least one can do is respect the building and its heritage’), but Freddie and Harry loved it.

Upstairs she was always a visitor, a stranger in a strange land. She pulled the cord to the curtains. As they closed, she glimpsed Adrian’s back as he locked his car. She left the room quickly; she wanted to be downstairs when he appeared.

She was sitting at the head of the old pine table when he came down the turning staircase. He stood awkwardly on the threshold, hovered nervously, as though he needed permission to be there. He didn’t look much like the guy in the bar at Méribel. He was different, not just older. Less. Is that partly my fault? Freddie thought. ‘You’re home,’ she said.

It didn’t require an answer, and suddenly he was crying, his face contorted. ‘I’m sorry, Freddie. So very sorry.’ She almost went to him – he reminded her of Harry. Instead she asked, ‘But you did mean it?’

Adrian blew his nose, and rubbed the handkerchief self-consciously across his eyes almost angrily. ‘I think so, yes.’

There were a hundred things she might have said. Had she been such a bad wife, such an unsuitable life partner? Could she have done things differently? Could he? But none of them seemed right.

‘I mean, I don’t know,’ Adrian was saying now. To her surprise his indecision was neither flattering nor irritating. He was only saying what she was thinking. Could the end of a marriage really be such a wishy-washy thing? Wouldn’t he have had to be absolutely bloody certain about Antonia Melhuish to ring her and say what he had, then come home intending to end something that had lasted years, produced a child? She thought about Antonia, imagined her listening to this. She probably wouldn’t be thrilled.

‘I want to go to bed.’ She stood up.

Adrian looked shocked. Was that it? He stepped aside. ‘Of course. You look tired. Can I get you anything?’ So careful.

‘You can come with me.’ As she passed him, she took his hand and went up the stairs: In their room, she faced him and let her dress fall off her shoulders, then stood in her underwear. She wanted to be held, and she knew she could make him want her. It wasn’t about power. It was about being held.

She was passive as he kissed her, almost gratefully. She didn’t speak as he pushed her back on to the bed and made love to her gently, as if she was a doll. It wasn’t the orgasm that she was waiting for, although that came as it always had with him. It was the moment afterwards, where he lay on her body, squeezing her so tightly it almost hurt, obliterating thought.

Afterwards he lay beside her. His face was a question.

‘I know this doesn’t change anything.’ She answered it.

And then she didn’t want to be lying beside him in their bed any more. She got up and walked, naked, across the room to the door. ‘I’ll sleep in the guest room.’

Adrian said nothing.

When the phone woke her the next morning he was gone. She had slept deeply and because it was in their bedroom it had rung a few times before she surfaced, for a moment she was confused – the light was coming in from behind her, instead of in front. Then she remembered. She wondered if he had taken some clothes. It didn’t really matter.

The alarm clock said eight thirty a.m. She never slept that late.

Tamsin sounded concerned. ‘Are you okay? You sound a bit spaced out.’

‘I just woke up.’

‘Is it a bad time? Is Adrian there?’

‘Don’t think so. He must have gone already.’

‘Did you two talk?’

‘We had sex.’

‘After the talking thing?’

‘Instead of the talking thing.’

‘O-kay.’ Tamsin drew the word out.

‘I was too tired to talk, I think. I wanted some comfort. I know that sounds ridiculous.’

‘Not ridiculous. A bit sad, maybe.’

‘I know. More than a bit sad, actually.’

‘What did he say about your dad?’

‘I didn’t tell him.’

‘Now you’re scaring me, Freddie.’ She sounded it. ‘Why not?’

‘Because it wasn’t his fault, not the timing bit. Not any of it, really. He would have felt so awful, and what would have been the point of that?’

‘Christ, Freddie! Your husband is having an affair, for God’s sake! He bloody well should feel awful. I don’t understand you at all.’ She spat out the at all. Righteous indignation was one of Tamsin’s specialities.

Not that Freddie expected her to understand. Not really. Tamsin had fallen in love with Neil about three months before her nineteenth birthday, and he with her, and they’d been that way ever since, in a not-very-exciting yet spellbinding way: lovers, friends, partners, co-warriors against the rest of the world. Neil was one of those men you couldn’t even flirt with – and, God knows, Reagan had tried. Tamsin couldn’t be expected to understand a marriage that started off well, then changed. She wouldn’t ever get the fact that this new fact, this new direction, made her feel relief and even admiration in amongst the undeniable hurt and the anger that Tamsin wanted her to drown in.

‘Look, Tams, I know what you mean, I honestly do.’ She’d buy herself some time. ‘Maybe it’s just that it’s been eclipsed by the stuff about Dad. Maybe I can’t deal with it all at once. That’s what Reagan says, anyway.’

‘You’ve spoken to her then?’

‘She rang last night. She says I’ve got to sort the Dad stuff out first, then deal with Adrian.’

Tamsin made a thoughtful noise.

Freddie went on: ‘I mean, I don’t know, do I, if the marriage is over? Maybe he’s in love with this woman and maybe not. I don’t need to sort it all out straight away. I know you probably want me to throw all his clothes out of the window and put paint-stripper on his car.’

Tamsin giggled. ‘That’d be a start.’

‘But I’m not going to. You know me better than that.’

‘I do. It’s maddening! I’d have killed Neil by now, not shagged him.’

‘I refuse to listen to anything you’ve got to say about what you’d do to Neil. The whole idea of Neil messing you around is more far-fetched than the episode of Dallas where Pam gets kidnapped by aliens and reappears in the shower.’

‘Now I’m hurt. We’re not that pedestrian, are we?’

‘Not pedestrian, no. Absurdly, unutterably, boringly monogamous, yes.’

‘Fair point.’

‘So leave it alone for the time being, will you? Let me handle it my own way.’

‘All right.’ Tamsin’s tone was grudging, but Freddie knew she was okay. ‘So, what other pearls of wisdom did Reagan have to offer?’ Tamsin was only a little sarcastic.

‘She’s coming with me to America.’ Freddie hadn’t decided until that moment that she was going.

‘Me too.’

‘Don’t be mad. You’re pregnant, for God’s sake! And what about the kids and Neil?’

‘It was Neil’s idea. I’m only twenty-seven weeks. You can fly for way longer than that. Until about thirty-four weeks, I think, if you’re well.’ Freddie remembered that Tamsin always looked full term from about five months. In shops people would cluck at her, and say, ‘Any day now,’ and Tamsin would come out muttering angrily, ‘Any day now in about three months, you nosy cow!’

‘I’ve got Meghan to look after the kids, and Neil doesn’t need looking after,’ Tamsin continued. ‘Also, as you’ve pointed out, I need have no concern about Neil’s fidelity in my absence. He only likes doing it with fat fecund chicks.’

‘Way too much information, Tams.’

‘So I’m coming. Can’t leave you alone with the Camp Commander for too long, now, can I?’

‘You’re not just coming ’cos you’re jealous?’

‘Don’t be stupid. I’m coming ’cos there’s an Osh Kosh outlet mall on Cape Cod and I’m fresh out of baby dungarees.’

‘Tams?’

‘Yep?’

‘Thank you.’ Freddie almost didn’t know what to say. She was moved by both of her friends’ loyalty.

Luckily Tamsin left no space for sentiment. ‘Don’t thank me. Just get on the phone to Reagan and tell her she needs enough Virgin miles for three business-class seats. I’m not sitting in steerage with this bloody great bit of carry-on I’ve got strapped to my front.’

‘So, all three of my girls are deserting me?’

She and Matthew were in the car on the M25. For once the traffic was light. Matthew was playing Everything But The Girl on the car stereo, Baby, The Stars Shine Bright, his favourite of their albums. Real summer-of-’86 stuff, soulful, melancholic and so evocative.

He’d been listening to it, too loud, the first time she’d gone round after Sarah died. The door had been open, and he’d been sitting at the kitchen table.


’cause I don’t like sleeping or watching TV on my own.

So please come on home.



His cheeks were wet, and his eyes were red. She had gone to him, and he had clung to her, half dancing, half rocking, and his shoulders had shaken for the longest time. She had never seen him cry again, even at the funeral, when everyone else was. They were trying to do it quietly and respectfully, but if her husband could hold it together, they probably felt they should be able to, too.

Freddie punched his arm. ‘Don’t say that – it makes you sound like a pimp!’

‘Rubbish. If I’d said “all my bitches” I’d sound like a pimp. Now I just sound like a lonely old man.’

‘Old I cannot accept, since you’re five months younger than me. Lonely? If you are then it’s your own fault. You’ve still just about got those Tom Cruise looks we all fell for. You’re solvent, you haven’t got too many foul habits – you’re just scared!’

‘Damn right I’m scared! All the women out there are predators, aren’t they? Single at thirty-five and desperate.’

‘You’ve been reading too many back issues of FHM. Being a single woman at thirty-five is perfectly respectable these days.’ She hoped it was. ‘In fact, they probably wouldn’t want to marry you – they’d just want to use you for sex.’

‘That I could cope with!’

They fell silent for a while. This was nice. She probably knew Matthew better than she had ever known any man. Parts of him, anyway. It was easy, being here with him.

‘Do you mind if I have a cigarette?’ He was already taking one out of the packet, and pushed in the lighter
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