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CHAPTER ONE

Somewhere over the English Channel travelling north, closer to the white cliffs than to Cherbourg and whilst cruising at an altitude of thirty thousand feet, a voice came over the tannoy. I’d heard this chap before, when he’d filled us in on our flying speed and the appalling weather in London, and he’d struck me then as being a cut above the usual easyJet Laconic. His clipped, slightly pre-war tones and well-modulated vowels had a reassuring ring to them. A good man to have in a crisis.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, I wonder if I could have your attention for a moment, please. Is there by any chance a doctor on board? If so, would they be kind enough to make themselves known to a member of the cabin crew. Many thanks.’

I glanced up from Country Living, dragging myself away from the scatter cushions in faded Cabbages and Roses linen I fully intended to make but probably never would, to toss attractively around the Lloyd Loom chairs in the long grass of the orchard I would one day possess, complete with old-fashioned beehive and donkey. I turned to my husband. Raised enquiring eyebrows.

He pretended he’d neither heard the announcement nor sensed my eloquent brows: he certainly didn’t look at them. He remained stolidly immobile, staring resolutely down at the Dan Brown he’d bought at Heathrow and had taken back and forth to Paris, but had yet to get beyond page twenty-seven. I pursed my lips, exhaled loudly and meaningfully through my nostrils and returned to my orchard.

Two minutes later, the clipped tones were back. Still calm, still measured, but just a little more insistent.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, I’m sorry, but if there is a doctor or a nurse on board, we would be most grateful if they would come forward. We really do need some assistance.’

I nudged my husband. ‘James.’

‘Hm?’

His shoulders hunched in a telltale manner, chin disappearing right into his neck and his blue-and-white checked shirt.

‘You heard.’

‘They mean a doctor doctor,’ he murmured uncomfortably. ‘A GP, not a chiropodist.’

‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous, you’re a foot surgeon! Go on.’

‘There’ll be someone else,’ he muttered, pale-grey eyes glancing around nervously above his glasses, a trifle rattled I could tell.

‘Well, obviously, there isn’t, because they’ve asked twice. There could be someone dying. Just go.’

‘You know I hate this sort of thing, Flora. There’s bound to be someone with more general expertise, more –’

‘I really think, young man,’ said the elderly woman in the window seat beside him, a well-upholstered, imperious-looking matron who’d removed her spectacles to regard him pointedly and reprovingly over her tapestry, ‘that if you do have medical experience, you should go.’

She made him sound like a conscientious objector.

‘Right. Yes. Yes, of course. All right, Flora, you don’t need to advertise me, thank you.’

But I was already on my feet in the aisle to let him out, gesticulating wildly to a stewardess. ‘Here – over here. Make way, please.’ This to the queue of people waiting patiently beside us for the loo. We were quite close to the front as it was. ‘He’s a doctor.’

‘Make way?’ James repeated incredulously under his breath, shooting me an appalled look as the entire front section of the plane turned to look at the tall, lean, sandy-haired, middle-aged man who’d unfolded himself with effort from his seat and was now shuffling forwards, past the queue to the bog, mumbling apologies and looking, in his creased chinos and rumpled holiday shirt, more like a harassed librarian than a paramedic in a hurry.

I sat back down again, feeling rather important, though I didn’t really sit: instead I perched on the arm of my aisle seat to get a better view. Luckily, a steward had redirected the queue to the loo at the back and I could now see that a little crowd of uniformed cabin crew had gathered around a young girl of about nine who was sitting on the floor, clearly in distress. In even more distress was the very beautiful woman in tight white jeans and a floral shirt standing over her, her hands over her mouth. She was pencil thin with a luxuriant mane of blonde hair, and her heavily accented voice rose in anguish.

‘Oh, mon dieu, I can’t do it again – I can’t!’

I saw James approach and address her and she gabbled back gratefully in French, clutching his arm. I’m reasonably fluent, but at that range I couldn’t make it out, but then she switched back to English, saying, ‘And I have only one left – please – help!’

She thrust something into my husband’s hand, at which point I was tapped on the shoulder from behind.

‘Excuse me, madam, would you mind taking your seat? We’re experiencing a spot of turbulence.’

The glossy, lipsticked smile on the expertly made-up face of the stewardess meant business. The plane was indeed bumping around a bit. Reluctantly, I lowered my bottom, which obviously meant I missed the crucial moment, because when I craned my neck around the stewardess’s ample behind as she passed, the crowd at the front were on the floor and James was crouching with his back to me, clearly administering something. They’d tried to move the girl to a more secluded position and shield her with bodies, but a plane doesn’t yield much privacy. The blonde, clearly the mother, was the only one standing now, pushing frantic hands through her hair, clutching her mouth, unable to watch, but unable to turn away. My heart lurched for her. I remembered the time when Amelia shut her finger in the door and almost sliced the top off and I’d run away as James held it in place with a pack of frozen peas, and also when Tara coughed up blood in the sitting room and I’d raced upstairs, screaming for her father. You knew you had to help, but you loved them so much you couldn’t bear to watch. There was a muffled collective murmuring from the crew and then, without looking indecently ghoulish, I really couldn’t see any more, as the mother had dared to crouch down, obscuring James as well.

I went back to my magazine. An interview with a woman from Colefax and Fowler informed me that, on the paint-effects front, Elephant’s Breath was all over. Everyone was coming into her Brooke Street showroom asking for chintzes and borders now. Borders. Blimey. I had rolls of the stuff in the attic. Did Laura Ashley circa 1980 count? Probably not. My mind wasn’t really on it, though, and I narrowed my eyes over my reading glasses. James had straightened up and was answering a series of quick-fire questions from the mother, whose relief was palpable, even though strain still showed in her eyes. My husband, typically, made light of it, brushing away what were clearly effusive thanks, and came back down the aisle, perhaps less hunched and beleaguered than when he’d gone up it, as quite a few passengers now regarded him with interest. I got up quickly to let him slide in and sit down. The ordeal was over and relief was on his face.

‘Well?’ I asked. The matron beside him was also agog, needlework abandoned in her lap.

‘Nut allergy,’ he reported. ‘She’d taken a crisp from the girl beside her and it must have been cooked in peanut oil. The mother realized what had happened but had never had to administer the EpiPen before, and she cocked it up the first time. She had a spare one but was too scared to do it in case she got it wrong again. The stewardess was about to have a stab.’

‘So you did it?’

He nodded. Picked up Dan Brown.

‘Did it go all right?’

‘Seemed to. She’s not dead.’

‘Oh, James, well done you!’

‘Flora, I have given the odd injection.’

‘Yes, but still.’

‘I say, well done, young man,’ purred his beady-eyed neighbour approvingly. ‘I couldn’t help overhearing. I gather you’re a surgeon?’

‘Consultant surgeon,’ I told her proudly.

‘Ingrowing toenails, mostly,’ said James, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. ‘The odd stubborn verruca.’

‘Nonsense, he trained as an orthopaedic. He’s done hips, knees, everything, but he gets a lot of referrals from chiropodists these days, when it’s out of their sphere of expertise.’ I turned to James. ‘Will she be all right? The little girl?’

‘She’ll be fine. It just takes a few moments to kick in.’

‘Anaphylactic shock,’ I explained to my new friend across his lap. Like most doctors’ wives I considered myself to be highly qualified, a little knowledge often being a dangerous thing.

‘Ah,’ she agreed sagely, regarding James with enormous respect now, her pale, rheumy eyes wide. ‘Well, that’s extremely serious, isn’t it? I say, you saved her life.’

James grunted modestly but didn’t raise his head from his book. His cheeks were slightly flushed, though, and I was pleased. Morale could not be said to be stratospheric in the Murray-Brown household at the moment, what with NHS cuts and his private practice dwindling. When he’d first decided to specialize, years ago, he’d chosen sports injuries, having been an avid cricketer in his youth, but that had become a very crowded field. He’d seen younger, more ambitious men overtake him, so he’d concentrated on cosmetic foot surgery instead. A mistake in retrospect, for whilst in a recession people would still pay to have a crucial knee operation, they might decide to live with their unsightly bunions and just buy wider shoes. He’d even joked with the children about getting a van, like Amelia’s boyfriend, who was a DJ, adding wheels to his trade, morphing into a mobile chiropodist, perhaps with a little butterfly logo on the side. ‘A website, too!’ Amelia had laughed, ‘I’ll design it for you.’ But I’d sensed a ghastly seriousness beneath his banter. He spent too much time in what we loosely called ‘the office’ at the top of our house in Clapham, aka the spare room, pretending to write articles for the Lancet but in fact doing the Telegraph crossword in record time, then rolling up the paper and waging war on the wasp nest outside the window. Not really what he’d spent seven years training at St Thomas’s for. This then, whilst not the Nobel Prize for Medicine, was a morale boost.

I peered down the aisle. I could see the young mother standing at the front of the plane now, facing the passengers, her face a picture of relief, casting about, searching for him. I gave her a broad smile and pointed over my head extravagantly.

‘He’s here!’ I mouthed.

She’d swept down the aisle in moments. Leaned right over me into James’s lap, blonde hair flowing. ‘Oh, I want to thank you so very much,’ she breathed gustily in broken English. ‘You saved my daughter’s life.’

‘No no,’ muttered James uncomfortably, but going quite pink nevertheless. He tried to get to his feet, his manners, even on an aircraft, impeccable.

‘No, don’t get up,’ she insisted, fluttering her pretty, bejewelled hands. ‘I will see you later. I just wanted to say how grateful I am, how grateful we all are. My Agathe – you saved her!’

‘Well, I administered an EpiPen, but not at all, not at all,’ James murmured, gazing and blinking a bit. She really was astonishingly beautiful. I marvelled at the yards of silky hair which hung over me, the tiny frame, the vast bust, the enormous blue eyes. Was she a film star, I wondered? She looked vaguely familiar. A French one, perhaps – well, obviously a French one – in one of those civilizing arty movies I went to with Lizzie occasionally at the Curzon when James was watching The Bourne Identity for the umpteenth time. I didn’t think this was the moment to ask and watched as her tiny, white-denimed bottom undulated back to its seat.

Once off the plane at Stanstead, on the way to Baggage Reclaim, I saw a father point James out to his son, perhaps as someone to emulate in later life: where all his GCSE biology studies could lead, and the reason he, the father, enforced the homework. The boy stared openly as he passed, as did his younger sister, and I surreptitiously got my lippy out of my handbag and gave a quick slick in case anyone should want his autograph. By the time we got to the carousel, however, most people seemed intent on getting out of the place and had forgotten the heroics. Including the mother and child, who hadn’t yet materialized, I realized, glancing around. Perhaps they were hand luggage only? Had swept on through already? Hard to imagine what they were doing on easyJet at all. But then, just as James returned from the fray with our battered old suitcase, I saw them enter the baggage hall. The little girl seemed fine now and was skipping along in front, holding a man’s hand. He couldn’t be the father, I thought; too thuggish and thickset. Indeed, there seemed to be a couple of similar heavies in tow, whilst the mother strode along in their midst, in sunglasses. Were they staff? Certainly the small, dumpy woman carrying all the Louis Vuitton hand luggage must surely be an employee, and the swarthy man with the cap couldn’t be the husband either.

The blonde seemed about to sweep on through, but then, just as she neared the exit she spotted us. She whipped off her sunglasses and came striding across, beaming.

‘Alors, there you are! Regard – look at my petite Agathe. As right as what you English bizarrely call rain, and all thanks to you, monsieur. My name is Camille de Bouvoir and I am eternally grateful.’

James took her tanned, extended hand. ‘James Murray-Brown.’

‘Orthopaedic surgeon,’ I purred. ‘And I’m his wife, Flora.’

She briefly touched the fingers of the hand I’d enthusiastically offered but turned straight back to James.

‘I knew you were a surgeon. I could tell by those hands. So sensitive, yet so capable.’

‘Aren’t they just?’ I agreed, although no one seemed to be listening to me.

‘And I would like to repay your skill and kindness.’

‘Oh, there’s really no need,’ demurred James, embarrassed.

‘May I take your email address? I somehow imagine you would be too modest to get in touch if I gave you mine.’

‘He would,’ I confirmed, scrabbling around in my bag for a pen and withdrawing a distressed tampon instead, but Madame de Bouvoir had already produced her iPhone. She handed it to me wordlessly and I tapped away dutifully, very much the secretary to the great man. Very much peripheral to proceedings.

‘I will be contacting you,’ she promised, pocketing it as I handed it back to her. ‘And now, Agathe wants to say something.’ She gently shepherded her daughter forward. ‘Cherie?’ The child was as slim as a reed, with widely spaced almond eyes in a heart-shaped face. Although not yet on the cusp of puberty she was very much in the Lolita mould: destined for great beauty.

She took a deep breath. ‘Thank you so very much, monsieur, for saving my life. I will be for ever grateful to you and thank you from the bottom of my ’eart.’

She’d clearly practised this small, foreign speech on the plane with a little help from her mother, and it was delivered charmingly. An elderly couple beside us turned to smile. James took the hand she offered, bowing his head slightly and smiling, for who could not be enchanted?

‘Mon plaisir,’ he told her.

Courtesies having been observed, Mme de Bouvoir then kissed James lightly on both cheeks three times. She briefly air-kissed me – only once, I noticed, as I lunged for the second – and then, as a socking great pile of Louis Vuitton suitcases were wheeled towards her by one of her chunky attendants, she sashayed out of the concourse ahead of the trolley, bestowing one last lovely smile and a flutter of her sparkling hand.

James and I gave her a moment to get through customs, where no doubt she’d be met by a man in a uniform, before we waddled out with our bags.

‘Great. You know exactly what that will be, don’t you?’ muttered James.

‘What?’ I said, knowing already: even now regretting it.

‘Some poncy restaurant we’ve been to a million times already. We’ll have to sit there pretending we never go anywhere smart and endure a lengthy, excruciating meal, which we’re force fed anyway on a regular basis.’

‘Not necessarily,’ I said, with a sinking feeling. I grabbed my old blue bag as it threatened to slide off the trolley.

‘We’re probably going there tonight!’ he yelped.

I avoided looking at him, stopping instead to look in my handbag for my passport. James froze beside me.

‘Dear God, I was joking. Please tell me we’re not out tonight, Flora. I’m knackered.’

‘We have to, James. I’ve got to get the review in by tomorrow.’

‘You’re not serious.’

‘I am.’

‘Jesus.’

‘How else d’you think we’re going to pay for that bloody holiday? Shit. Where’s my passport?’ I delved in my bag.

‘I’ve got it.’ He produced it from his breast pocket. ‘Where are we going?’

‘Somewhere in Soho, I think. Oh yes, Fellino’s. I have a feeling Gordon Ramsay’s trying to take it over and he’s resisting.’

‘Hasn’t he got enough bloody restaurants? Have you texted Amelia?’

‘Yes, and she’s outside whingeing about us being late. Apparently, we should have let her know the plane was ten minutes delayed. As if I haven’t sat for enough hours in that wretched car park waiting for her.’

‘Can’t you ask Maria to put it in next week’s edition? Say you’ll go tomorrow?’

‘I’ve tried, but apparently Colin’s already let her down. He was supposed to do the new Marco Pierre but he’s got a sore throat, so someone’s got to do one.’

‘Oh great, so Colin’s got his excuse in first, as usual.’

I ignored him. We were both very tired.

‘You could google the menu on the web? Write the review from that? Say how delicious the tiddled-up turbot was?’

‘Oh, good idea. Like I did at Le Caprice, only, unfortunately, the turbot was off that night, and the scallops, both of which I’d waxed lyrical about. I’d rather keep what remains of my job, if it’s all the same to you.’

‘But you know Fellino. Can’t you ring him and ask what the special is? See what he recommends for tonight?’

‘It’s fine, I’ll go on my own.’

‘No, no, I’ll come,’ he grumbled. ‘Blinking heck. Who goes out for dinner the night they get back from holiday?’

‘We do, if we’re going to go on holiday at all,’ I said with a flash of venom. There was the briefest of pauses. James’s voice, when it came, was light, but it had the timbre of metal.

‘Ah yes, forgive me. For a moment there I thought I was the successful alpha male in this partnership. The high-earning surgeon with a career on a meteoric rise to the stars, providing for his family.’

Heroically, I held my tongue as, tight-lipped, we followed the other weary travellers down the corridor to the escalator. We climbed aboard wordlessly, passed through Passport Control, then trundled out through Nothing to Declare.
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CHAPTER TWO

We ran from the terminal building in the pouring rain, not an umbrella between us, the trolley skidding around in front of us on the wet pavement, heading for the drop-off zone, where two pounds secured ten minutes.

‘There!’ I shouted, pointing as I spotted Amelia in the battered old red Clio she shared with Tara. The trolley span out of control as we tried to escape the hail which lashed our faces and we lunged off at a tangent to retrieve it. The car, when we reached it, was vibrating to ear-splitting music whilst our daughter sat boot-faced within, smoking, engine running, exhaust fumes billowing.

‘Where have you been?’ she shrieked as I flung open the boot. ‘I’ve been here ages, it’s cost me ten quid already. I’ve had to go round five times!’

‘Why didn’t you park properly?’ I asked breathlessly as James tossed the case in.

‘Because I thought that would be even more expensive, and the car park’s miles away, and it’s raining, in case you hadn’t noticed. Why didn’t you text me to say it had been delayed?’

‘Why didn’t you track it, Amelia?’ asked James. ‘With all that expensive technological equipment at your fingertips that surely would have been the sensible option. “Hello, Mummy and Daddy, did you have a lovely time in Paris?” ’

I slammed the boot shut, thinking of the countless times I’d waited for her in Arrivals, excited as she came back from school trips, skiing holidays, her gap-year travels.

‘And some bastard keeps moving me on when I’m literally a second or two over time. Quick, get in.’ She was revving up now, glancing fearfully in her rear-view mirror as, sure enough, a uniformed jobsworth bore down. ‘Dickhead,’ she muttered, giving him the finger, but only once his back was turned.

Soaked to the skin, James and I eased ourselves gingerly into the hideous melee of crisp packets, water bottles, Styrofoam cups, empty beer cans, cigarette cartons, articles of clothing, sleeping bags, fancy-dress paraphernalia, make-up and even a pair of underpants that decorated her car. Our car, James would seethe, periodically. As I limbo-danced into the back, my husband in the front dared to turn the music down. Not off, but down.

‘It’s really cut into my allowance,’ she told him grimly as she shifted into first. We pulled away with a lurch. ‘And I got stuck in horrendous traffic on the way so, basically, it’s cost me a fortune in petrol.’

‘Well, it’s lucky you got stuck, isn’t it, since the plane was delayed,’ remarked James. ‘Otherwise, it would have cost you even more.’

‘It’s very kind of you, darling,’ I said smoothly from behind, knowing which battles to pick. ‘Everything OK at home?’

‘Yes, except I had to buy way more food. You didn’t leave nearly enough, so that’s totally cleaned me out.’

‘I left masses! A lasagne in the freezer, two pizzas, and the fridge was bursting with cold meat and salad. We’ve only been gone three days!’

‘Tara had some friends round on Saturday night. They pretty much saw it off.’

‘All of it?’

‘Well, no, because, as I say, I bought some more. Spent about forty quid, I suppose,’ she said wearily, as if exhausted by the responsibility of running a household. She raked a hand through her hair. ‘But I’ll tot it all up at home and add on the petrol. Let you know the damage. How was it, anyway?’

‘Very refreshing, darling,’ I said buoyantly, slapping on a smile, determined not to fight quite so soon.

‘After all, water is refreshing,’ James observed as the windscreen wipers swept away litres of the stuff.

‘Oh, shit, you had this? All weekend, like we did?’

‘Pretty much. There was a glimmer of hope on Saturday between eleven and twelve and we managed a quick canter through the Tuileries and a twirl round the Place de la Concorde but other than that, it was bars and restaurants.’

‘Which you spend your life in,’ she said, with a hint of genuine sympathy. ‘That sucks.’

‘Particularly since yet more sucking ensues tonight, with a visit to one of the West End’s premier eateries. Would you like to accompany your mother, Amelia? Endure a slap-up meal?’

‘No, thanks,’ she said quickly. She was an old hand at these lengthy marathon events. ‘Unless Toby and I can go?’ she hazarded, for effect only, knowing I was vociferous on the subject of her and Toby the Troglodyte, as James called him, impersonating her father and me. I subjected this to the silence it deserved.

‘Still,’ she smiled, ‘you kids had fun? Hotel not too scabby?’

‘Not too scabby, darling.’ I returned her grin in the rear-view mirror. Approaching sixty pounds now clinking assuredly into her pocket, she was prepared to be cheerful.

‘And did it all come back to you? Paris?’

‘Well, I was only eight when I left, but yes, it did. I saw my old school, went to Montmartre, where our apartment was, visited the café we had lunch in, which was still there, that kind of thing. Took a trip down memory lane.’

‘Cool. You know what Granny said when I first found out you’d lived there? I said, “Gosh, Granny, you must know Paris really well,” and she puffed away on her ciggie and said, “Not really, darling. I only ever saw the ceiling of the Hôtel de Crillon.” ’

She hooted with laughter as I grimaced. My mother’s reminiscences about the wilder side of her youth were, in equal proportion, a source of fascination for her granddaughters and horror for me.

‘Well, that’s a fat lie, because Philippe bought us an apartment.’

‘She was joking, Mother. Do pipe down.’

I breathed deeply. Counted to ten.

‘She came round, by the way,’ Amelia went on, swerving suddenly to avoid a cyclist. I clutched my handbag nervously. ‘Granny, I mean. To check out Tara’s new boyfriend. We agreed, obviously.’

‘Obviously,’ I said testily. ‘But you forget, I’ve met him, too. And I think he’s quite delightful.’

She smirked. ‘Because he’s going to Durham to do history. Did you spot the ironed creases in his chinos?’

‘At least he’s got chinos,’ commented James, trying to retune the radio into the Test match. ‘Unlike the Trog.’

‘Ah, but the Trog’s got soul, Dad. Try long wave, it’s better for Radio 5.’ She expertly switched it across for him. ‘We were wondering when we were going on holiday, by the way. Is it still the first week in August?’

I stiffened. ‘Who was wondering?’

‘Well, me and Toby, obviously. I imagine it’s OK if I bring him to Scotland? To Grandpa’s?’

I tried frantically to catch James’s eye in the rear-view mirror, but failed; he was still fiddling with the radio dial – a heroic feat on this white-knuckle ride. The Trog and the Brigadier, James’s father? On his Highland estate? Plus James’s two sisters?

‘Yes, fine, darling,’ said her father, who never saw any complication until it reared up and bonked him hard on the nose. ‘The more the merrier.’

‘Great. I’ll tell him. We might bring Will and Jess along, too, they can come in the van. Oh, and they’ve got a dog, they found it in Streatham, but Grandpa won’t mind.’

I shut my eyes and rested my head. This was so like my elder daughter. Spot a small gap and push home the advantage. Within a twinkling there’d be an army of drop-outs dripping around the glen, trailing long skirts, greasy hair, cigarette ash and stray dogs. Exhausting. Quite exhausting. And who was going to be cooking for all these people?

‘Can we just pause a moment, please, Amelia? Talk about it when I’ve got over one holiday and got my head round the next? I’ve only just got off the plane!’

‘Yeah, yeah, sure, we can pause,’ she said in feigned astonishment, eyes widening in disingenuous wonder at me in the mirror as if I were completely overreacting. Unhinged even. ‘I’ve mentioned it to Jess, obviously, but only, like, briefly. I’ll tell them I’ll let them know. When you’ve calmed down a bit.’

I clenched my teeth. What was the point in going away? In having a so-called ‘mini-break’ when it disappeared so quickly and assuredly down the plughole the moment I returned? I wasn’t up to Amelia’s strength of purpose, her sheer doggedness, I decided. She should be a shop steward, a trade union official. She campaigned for things and, once she’d got them, beaten her opponent, she popped up again like a mole with something else, waving it like a crusade flag. Had I spoiled her, I wondered? Indulged her? Yes, because all children of this generation were indulged, possibly because we’d had them later and had more money to spend on them. ‘They’re so lucky!’ we mothers would shriek to one another in our designer kitchens over our glasses of Chardonnay. ‘Our parents didn’t even know which O levels we were taking they took so little interest, and we had to work in shops, Mars bar factories, weren’t given bungee allowances!’ But our parents had had us in their early twenties – or, in my mother’s case, when she was just nineteen – so they were still young and involved in their own lives, not scrutinizing their children’s. There was a lot to be said for being a young parent. Except that Tara, who was eighteen months younger than her sister, and therefore had an even older mother, disproved this theory. She was less … grasping. Less sharp-eyed. But then, life was easier for her. If you were pretty and clever, life tended to plop into your lap more, didn’t it? There was less cause to be opportunistic.

As we neared home, lurching heave-makingly around the corners in our grid of Clapham streets, I wondered nervously if that purple thing I could see poking out of the back of Amelia’s T-shirt was another tattoo. Or just a label? I leaned forward to peer, but she braked suddenly at a junction and I nosedived hard into her neck.

‘Shit – Mum!’ she squealed.

‘Sorry, darling – sorry! Just wanted to – to see what speed you were doing.’

‘Thirty, obviously, in a built-up area, and that really hurt. I’ve just had Toby’s initials put there in Sanskrit.’

You had to admire her candour. Her carapace. No shame. No guilt. She was eighteen years old and she’d jolly well do as she liked, thank you very much. No doubt always would.

‘Your father saved someone’s life on the plane,’ I said quickly, to change the subject. Needles full of purple dye piercing my darling daughter’s neck, the back of which, as a baby, I’d cradled as I’d lowered her into the bathtub, or, later, divided two plaits between as she went off to school, loomed heart-wrenchingly to mind.

‘Really? What – mouth to mouth?’ She turned to her father.

‘No, an EpiPen to the leg. Your mother’s exaggerating, as usual. Well, if you’re frittering away your allowance on a tattoo, I’m clearly giving you too much. You can foot the grocery bill and the petrol. Thank you, Amelia. We can walk to the kerb from here, in the words of Woody Allen.’

Amelia had stopped outside the house and was about to reverse into a space, but her father was already out, slamming the door and walking up the path to our front door, his back rigid.

‘What’s his problem?’

I sighed. ‘He’s old-fashioned enough to imagine you at some glittering ball in a few years’ time, your hair piled on your head, a silk gown slipping off your shoulders, diamonds in your ears, Toby’s initials trailing down your back.’

She gave it some thought. ‘Yeah, sounds good. Hasn’t hurt Angelina Jolie, has it?’

Angelina Jolie’s looks and my daughter’s were similar to the extent that they both had long, dark hair.

‘No, it hasn’t,’ I muttered meekly.

‘And anyway, Tobes paid, so I didn’t use Dad’s precious allowance.’

I was too weary to say that her boyfriend paying to have his mark branded on her neck for posterity would probably incur her father’s wrath only further, and left the conversation where it was. It was done, and that was the end of it. Apart from a skin graft, of course. Hideously painful and expensive, but always possible and, naturally, where my mind had already fled. Come two in the morning, I’d be creeping downstairs in my dressing gown having not slept a wink, googling it. And ringing Clare in the morning. Clare’s twenty-three-year-old son had recently had a dagger removed from inside his wrist before embarking on his new job at Goldman Sachs and, as a neat, cautionary tale Clare had made his fifteen-year-old brother watch from the gallery, to illustrate the lunacy of gap-year indiscretions.

And of course this was Amelia’s gap year, she was bound to spread her wings, make a few mistakes, even. But surely a gap had to be between something? Her A-level results from one of Berkshire’s premier boarding schools had precluded university, but photography at art college had seemed a possibility, until Amelia had poured scorn, claiming that all art-school photography looked the same and she’d be better off doing it herself. She’d tossed her dark curls dismissively. ‘I’d rather find my own voice, thank you.’ I hadn’t dared glance at James at this but, to my surprise, he’d jumped at it.

‘Right, well, she can jolly well find her voice while she’s working,’ he’d said hotly as we’d got into bed later that night. ‘She can get a job. A proper one. Get off the frigging pay roll.’

Knowing this would go down like a cup of cold sick, I’d suggested the gap year first, as a balm, unaware that Amelia considered it mandatory anyway. Like a polio vaccination.

‘Well, of course I’m having a gap year,’ she’d said scornfully when I’d offered it up to her magnanimously, beaming delightedly as I did so. ‘Everyone does.’

‘And then, your father thinks … a job?’

‘Well, obviously I’ll do something short term, everyone does that, too. To pay for my travels. In a shop, maybe. Or a bar.’

No. Long term. For ever, James was thinking. A career. Working from the bottom up, as an apprentice. Whereas I still harboured dreams of further education of some sort, because I didn’t care if all her photos turned out like everyone else’s, or even if she arranged flowers for three years, I just wanted her to meet someone other than Toby Sullivan, with his ponytail and his van with the mattress inside and his decks – I’d learned not to call them turntables – which she wouldn’t do working in a bar and living at home. This, though, I couldn’t share with James, whose focus was to stop paying through the bloody nose for his bloody layabout children, not to steer their emotional lives. Well, except Tara, perhaps. Tara had embraced her A levels and was keen to be a vet, and I could see James being very willing to accommodate the expense of her ambition.

I sighed as I got out of the car and retrieved our case from the boot, lugging it up the path to the terraced house in a row of identical Victorian terraced houses. Identical lives, mostly, too. Stockbrokers and their wives, who’d once worked in advertising or publishing, bankers and doctors, hard-working professional people, many of whom I knew and who’d had children growing up with mine, all of whom were battling identical problems. Many far worse than the ones I had with Amelia. Some of their offspring sampled drugs on an epic scale: thank the Lord, Amelia was vociferous in her opposition to them, after a friend had died tragically in horrible circumstances at a festival the previous summer, reshaping my elder daughter’s world for ever. I wasn’t sure about the Trog, though, and when I’d asked Amelia she’d regarded me sternly and said everyone had to be their own person and what business was it of mine? Only that I cleared up her bedroom and, those funny little papers I found littering her carpet … were they really just for his roll-ups? And didn’t he smell quite strange? Or was that joss sticks? I’d tried to buy some to remember what they smelled like, but the Indian woman in the gift shop on Lavender Hill had looked at me pityingly, saying there wasn’t much call for them these days.

Heaving another great sigh up from the bottom of my recently purchased Parisian boots which, less than an hour ago, I’d been enjoying enormously but were now beginning to pinch, I trudged after Amelia to the front door, secretly admiring her trailing gypsy skirt scattered with tiny mirrors glinting amidst the embroidery, topped by a vintage matador jacket. If nothing else, Amelia had style. She turned to me on the step, twirling the car keys on her finger.

‘Oh, just to give you the heads up, Granny’s given everything the Swedish look. I said you wouldn’t mind.’

I frowned. ‘Granny’s …’ I crossed the threshold to the smell of fresh paint and the sound of James spluttering within. My heart lurched as I walked down the hall. I collided with him as he emerged from the sitting room with a face like thunder, pushing past me, hissing, ‘Your bloody mother!’ before storming upstairs to his office at the top of the house. The attic door slammed hard.

‘Mum …?’

I rounded the corner in gypsy girl’s wake to see my mother on her hands and knees, paintbrush in hand, at the far end of the knocked-through sitting room, newspaper thankfully covering the carpet. She was just putting the finishing touches to a heavy sideboard which sat opposite the dining table and which, historically, had been dark oak but was now a streaky shade of pale grey.

She sat back happily on her heels, popped the brush in some turps in a cup and beamed with pleasure. Then she pushed her blonde hair from her eyes, stretched out her slim brown arms and gave me some jazz hands. ‘Ta-daa!’ My mother is far more beautiful than I will ever be and, when animated, as she was now, could still dazzle.

‘Good God …’ I gaped. But not at her beauty.

‘Surprise! Don’t you love it, darling? You know how you said you hated all that heavy brown furniture? Well, look! The girls and I have transformed it! Given it all a makeover.’

‘All …?’

‘Regard!’

She waved an armful of jangling bracelets to indicate yonder, through the kitchen to the garden, where, sure enough, under cover from the rain on the veranda stood a large chest of drawers, a tallboy, a knee-hole desk, the hall table, all now distressed – in every sense of the word – to a stripy pale grey, which, as far as the naked eye could tell, had been achieved simply by dragging a paintbrush full of white paint across them.

‘The girls …’ I faltered, staring.

‘Oh yes, they helped. They were marvellous. Well, Amelia did. It’s fab, isn’t it?’

My mother still relied heavily on her sixties vocabulary.

‘But it’s James’s stuff, Mum. His family’s. Who knows how much it’s worth?’

‘Oh, very little. I had the local auction house come and look at it first and they said it would fetch barely anything. Said people are chopping it up for firewood these days and they simply can’t shift it in the sales. This has transformed it!’

It certainly had. And, in a way, it was quite nice, and I did hate the heavy brown oak which seemed to loom oppressively and almost consume me sometimes, particularly on gloomy winter afternoons, but …

‘But you can’t just barge in and do it!’ I stormed. ‘It’s got sentimental value, for James at least!’

‘I didn’t barge in, darling. I told you, I did it as a present. Like a surprise party. I’ve been planning it for ages. Didn’t for one moment think you’d prefer it as it was.’

Her china-blue eyes widened in alarm and she became childlike in her consternation and confusion. She got up from the floor.

‘You are so mean, Mum.’ Amelia rounded on me furiously. ‘Granny’s spent ages doing this!’

‘And did Tara help?’

‘Well, she put the paper down and washed the brushes, yes!’

Damage limitation, clearly, on the part of my younger child. I was aware of Tara moving silently around in the kitchen, out of sight, keeping a low profile. I was pretty sure she’d have tried to put the brakes on these two. She appeared in the archway now: petite, pretty and blonde like her grandmother, barefoot in jeans and a white T-shirt. She came across and we hugged silently. Amelia glared at her, daring her to show her true colours.

‘It was a bit depressing, Mum, all that dark wood,’ she said.

‘Yes, but it was your father’s dark wood!’

‘I know.’

It was all in those two little words. I know … but what could I do? Against the steamroller of momentum that was my mother and elder daughter, what on earth was my level-headed younger child to do except suggest they keep the paint off the carpet and clean up afterwards?

‘Well, darling, I can take it off,’ said Mum, lighting a cigarette and looking around speculatively, completely undaunted by the magnitude of her actions, at transforming someone’s home without a by-your-leave. Oh God, she’d even done the grandfather clock! She pursed her lips doubtfully. ‘But I honestly think you’ll be making a mistake.’

‘Mistake? Mistake?’ I heard James yelp from halfway up the stairs, clearly thundering his way back down from the office. ‘It was a
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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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