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ONE

‘Let me run through this again, Mrs Curtis.’

The lawyer on the other side of the mahogany desk sat forward in his chair, ran his hands anxiously over his receding silver hair and, after adjusting the half-moon lenses of his reading glasses, peered down at the notes he’d been making.

‘First, there’s no question of a reconciliation between you and your husband?’

‘None whatsoever, Mr Williams.’

‘You’re quite sure you wouldn’t rather opt for a judicial separation at this point?’

‘Absolutely.’

‘Okay, so we’ll go ahead and serve the petition against Mr Curtis on the ground of the irretrievable breakdown of your marriage, without naming the corespondent with whom he committed adultery. Now, if your husband expresses no wish to contest the divorce –’

‘I can assure you he won’t.’

‘Well, then, in that case he’ll return the signed Acknowledgement of Service to the court. Then we can apply for the decree nisi, and the process will be well under way.’

‘Good!’

Williams glanced up as if he was surprised by my enthusiastic reaction. ‘As it happens, Mrs Curtis, your husband has already consulted a solicitor.’

‘Yes, I know,’ I said. ‘I told him to. I said I’d pay.’

‘You did?’ He frowned. ‘May I ask why?’

I shrugged. ‘Since I’m going to be represented by you, it seemed only fair.’

He raised the two dark, overhanging ledges of his eyebrows. They were in dire need not only of threading, I noted, but of clipping with hedge-trimmers. ‘Fair is not a word one often hears from a petitioner’s lips in such cases,’ he muttered, then picked up a letter that was lying on his desk. ‘Her name’s Martha Greenwood, of Greenwood and Broadhurst,’ he read out. ‘I’ve already received this from her, outlining a proposed financial settlement.’ He returned to his notes. ‘Apparently you’ve talked about giving your husband fifty per cent of the marital assets. To include half the value of your flat, a one-bed loft in Islington that you bought, in your name, two years before you met him and which has gone up in value three-fold since then. Plus you’ve said he could have the Audi Avant that you bought, again in your name, last year. Can this be correct?’

‘Yes.’ The fabric of my black Armani trouser suit made a comforting rustle as I sat back in my chair and crossed my legs.

Williams frowned again, then jabbed with his fat Mont Blanc fountain pen at a line halfway down the page. ‘You’ve also offered him first choice of all your personal chattels. To wit, the contents of your home, this choice to include your new Bang & Olufsen hi-fi system, a vintage fifties Charles Eames chair and footstool, which you bought Mr Curtis as an anniversary gift two years ago, and a signed original lithograph – entitled Welcome to Hell – by… Who’s the artist? I’m afraid I can’t quite read my writing.’

‘Banksy.’ I spelled it for him.

‘Not one of the Impressionists, then?’ He smiled fleetingly at his joke. I could almost hear the lines round his mouth crack. ‘The signed Banksy print your husband gave you – this Christmas? The one that’s just past? A print valued at around eight thousand pounds?’

‘It’s probably gone up by now. But, frankly, it’s more his taste than mine.’

Williams cleared his throat. ‘In addition, even though you’ve been the only breadwinner throughout the marriage…’

I held up my hand. ‘To be precise, the main breadwinner. I provided the daily organic ciabatta, so to speak, while Mark brought home the occasional crust of Mother’s Pride.’

‘Right.’ He altered his notes, then continued: ‘Even though you have been the main breadwinner for the last few years, Mrs Curtis, am I to understand that you have expressed your willingness to divide all your other savings and assets with your husband? Assets accrued before and after the aforementioned period of your marriage, as I understand, and amounting to some…’ he flicked through the pages until he came to a long list of figures ‘… one hundred and sixty thousand pounds in cash?’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘That’s quite a substantial sum.’

I was almost embarrassed by the amount – though why I should have been in front of a man to whom I was paying £350 an hour I hadn’t a clue. ‘Annual bonuses,’ I said apologetically. ‘And a profitable venture into the buy-to-let market. I struck lucky, that’s all.’

His gaze didn’t waver. ‘You’ve suggested to Mr Curtis that you’re willing to hand over half of all this to him? Without a fight?’

‘That was the idea.’

Williams shook his head, and a shower of dandruff, light as the first flakes of a snowfall, tumbled into his eyebrows and over the slate-grey shoulders of his ill-fitting suit jacket. ‘Mrs Curtis, as the solicitor who will be representing you in this unfortunate case, I’m duty-bound – no, obliged – to advise you that you’re erring very much on the side of generosity here. “Erring” being the crucial word.’ He raised his chin and, after a passing glance at the cleavage revealed by the open neck of my Vivienne Westwood shirt, peered at me disapprovingly from under lowered eyelids. ‘As I understand, your husband brought no financial assets to the marriage, and has contributed almost nothing to your joint finances. The irretrievable breakdown of your marriage can be said to be, at least in part, his responsibility. Even had the concept of no-fault divorces already been on the statute book in this country…’

I couldn’t help feeling a surge of anger when I heard those words. I mean, it was a joke. No fault that Mark was a lying, conniving bastard? No fault that he’d promised me heaven, then thrown me into hell? No fault that, while I was flogging my guts out to pay for him to sit around on his arse at home all day long, endlessly writing and rewriting the first bars of the chart-topping guitar solo he felt he had in him, he’d wiled away the empty hours by shagging other women?

‘It was his bloody fault!’ The words fell from my lips before I could stop them.

Williams seized on them like a starving dog grabbing a juicy bone. ‘Aha! Precisely my point! Your husband’s infidelities. One with his – what was she? – his psychotherapist?’

I cleared my throat, shifted in my seat and stuffed my anger back where it belonged, which was deep inside me. ‘Actually, she was our Pilates instructor,’ I said, as if I didn’t care.

He barely suppressed a snigger. His lips parted, showing a line of vicious teeth, and as his heavy eyebrows collided over the top of his nose he looked exactly like a feisty Schnauzer spoiling for a fight. ‘You could hammer him over his adultery, you know. Not to mention unreasonable behaviour. You’d probably get away with a much smaller settlement.’

I gave him a pitying look. ‘Mr Williams, I don’t expect you to understand this for one minute, but I’m a very fair person, and I’m not trying to get away with anything. I love my husband.’ It wasn’t until he frowned at me that I realized what I’d just said. ‘I meant loved, of course. We both loved each other. Very much – before our marriage fell apart, that is. And since that’s the case, I don’t want what was once a wonderful relationship to end in bitterness or pettiness. Mark feels the same.’

‘I’m sure he does. Particularly since he has everything to gain by it financially.’

I winced. ‘It was I who suggested that we split everything fifty-fifty.’

Williams’s mouth fell open. ‘It was?’

‘Yes. I don’t think Mark wants anything from me but, as I said before, I want to be fair to him. He’s got nothing of his own, you see. And, despite his weaknesses, he’s a very unusual person. Money’s the last thing on his mind. He scarcely knows the value of it. He’s very gifted. One day he’s going to be really well known. At the moment he’s just…’ I searched for all the expressions I’d used in the past to defend Mark to my friends and family: ‘unworldly’, ‘temporarily resting’, ‘professionally retrenching’, ‘an unappreciated talent’. But the phrase that eclipsed them all was the one my father frequently used: ‘an idle, sponging sod’. I shoved it back into my psyche, along with my anger. ‘Not everyone can be good at earning a living,’ I snapped.

‘Don’t get angry with me, Mrs Curtis. Save that for your husband. I’d be acting negligently if I didn’t speak bluntly to you. What Martha Greenwood is proposing in this letter is unacceptable. What you say you’ve offered your husband – albeit of your own free will, as you suggest – is not so much a settlement as complete capitulation at the opening shot. I can only say “Cur ante tubam tremor occupat artus?”’

‘Sorry?’

‘It’s Latin. Virgil. “Why should fear seize the limbs before the trumpet sounds?” Ms Greenwood will be expecting us to negotiate on the basis of this letter, you know.’

‘Negotiate?’ I gave a sad laugh. ‘Mr Williams, this isn’t some business deal we’re talking about. And I assure you that Mark and I aren’t at war. Ours is going to be a civilized divorce.’

His upper lip curled into a sneer. ‘Mrs Curtis, let me tell you that in my experience – and it is not negligible – there is no such thing as a civilized divorce.’

I sneered back. ‘Well, Mark and I are about to disprove that. Believe me, neither of us has any wish to hurt the other. We just want to go our separate ways as soon and as painlessly as possible.’

Williams sighed. ‘Well, if you’re absolutely sure you want to give him half of everything?’ I nodded. ‘However, I want it on record that I tried to dissuade you.’ He put his digital recorder close to his lips, repeated what he’d just said, then scribbled something at the bottom of the last page of his notes. Then, he placed his pen on top of the pad, turned it so that it was facing me and manoeuvred it across his cluttered desk. ‘I’d like you to check through this very carefully, Mrs Curtis.’

While he paced up and down the overheated, book-lined room, hands clasped behind his back, pausing now and then to gaze out of the sash windows at the winterbare branches of the ancient plane trees in Lincoln’s Inn Fields, I stared at his notes. I must have been having trouble with my contact lenses because the loopy, semi-legible handwriting, written in blue ink on lined yellow paper, blurred before my eyes.

‘Of course, you’re lucky you don’t have children,’ Williams mused, half to himself. ‘Divorce is always so much easier when there are no young ones involved. I can’t tell you some of the mucky battles I’ve seen in the family courts. The gut-wrenching fights over residency and maintenance. The mud-slinging. The name-calling. The devious lengths some people will go to in order to sway the judge in their favour. Even so… I must say, I’m glad all my clients aren’t as reasonable – not to say generous – as you are. I’d be out of a job! I might be anyway, with the divorce rate falling so fast. As for quickie Internet divorces… Pah! They’ll be the death of the profession. Still, I suppose there’s always the palimony cases to look forward to, with this complex new partnership legislation the government wants to introduce.’

On and on he rambled. I tried to concentrate on the words in front of me, but I suddenly felt utterly miserable. What a way to start the New Year. All the hopes I’d had on my wedding day had come to this: a list of my assets on a pad of paper. Other people’s marriages might splinter on the rocks, but until Christmas Day, just a month before, I’d honestly believed mine would last.

How could I have been so naive? We hadn’t even made it to five years.

Suddenly I wanted to get out of Williams’s office. I wanted the entire divorce to be over so that I could put it behind me and forget I’d ever met Mark. I stood up and grabbed my oversized black-patent YSL Downtown tote bag, the shiny, obese bulk of which was occupying the chair next to mine. ‘It’s fine,’ I told him, groaning as I heaved it on to my shoulder. ‘Just go for it and get it over with. I honestly can’t be bothered to quibble over details.’

‘Then I’ll draft a reply. I think we’ve covered everything.’ He walked back to his desk, picked up the letter he’d received from Mark’s lawyer, and skimmed through it again. ‘Oh, my! I have been negligent. I was forgetting Ms Greenwood’s postscript. There’s just one last minor matter we need to settle.’

‘Oh?’

‘It shouldn’t take more than a moment to clear up.’

He smiled at me, as if the matter was so trivial he was almost embarrassed to raise it. Then he said, ‘Apparently your husband wants the dog.’

Presuming I’d misheard, I smiled back. ‘Can you say that again, please?’

‘Your husband wants the dog!’ he repeated jovially.

I fell back into the chair, clutching my Downtown tightly to my chest.

‘I told you it was an unimportant matter,’ Williams continued blithely. ‘Shall I add it to the list?’

He reached for the yellow notepad, but I clamped my hand on it. ‘There must be some mistake,’ my voice rasped.

‘No, no.’ He peered at the letter again, his pupils magnified by his spectacles. ‘Here it is, in black and white.’ He cleared his throat and began to read in the kind of slow, rather jaunty voice one might use to tell an amusing story to a child: ‘PS: my client wishes to have sole custody of his dog, Fluffy.’ He pronounced the last word slowly, lingering on the Fs.

I felt as if the air had been sucked out of my lungs. ‘But Fluffy’s not Mark’s dog,’ I managed to gasp. ‘He’s mine. Mark knows that.’

A pair of watery blue pupils regarded me over the top of the spectacles, then Williams said cautiously, ‘It seems that he doesn’t, Mrs Curtis. It clearly says here, “full custody of his dog”.’

‘What do you mean, “full custody”? Give me that!’ My Downtown thudded to the floor as I snatched the letter from him. My hands were shaking so much that the words danced before my eyes. But there they were: ‘full custody… his dog’. I let go of the sheet of paper, which fluttered on to the desk. ‘This can’t be right,’ I said. ‘Mark knows what Fluffy means to me. He’d never try to take him from me!’

But he would. He was intending to. Mark, who’d once been more devoted to me than he was to his vintage Gibson guitar, now wanted to get me where it really hurt. As if he hadn’t hurt me enough. I stared blindly at the notepad and, picking up Mr Williams’s Mont Blanc, absentmindedly began to draw small circles in the margin. I, who always kept my head at home and at work – even on days when I was rushed off my feet – couldn’t think straight. There was a tightness in my chest, and I felt peculiarly ill. As so often since Mark and I had decided to divorce, I was overcome by panic. But now there was some other emotion, too, one that I’d done my best to suppress during the past few years but which now throbbed inside me like a fast-swelling abscess.

The solicitor resumed his seat opposite me. ‘Are we talking about a valuable animal, Mrs Curtis? Is this…’ his lips twitched ‘… this Fluffy a pedigree breeding champion, perhaps?’

‘He’s a cross,’ I muttered. ‘Part lurcher, part Tibetan terrier. And probably part Jack Russell. The vet thinks there’s probably some sheepdog in him, too.’

‘Ah. You mean a mongrel. What our brothers and sisters across the Pond call a mutt.’

‘Would you like to see him?’ I picked up my bag, pulled out my BlackBerry, and showed him the screensaver: my favourite photo of Fluffy, curled up asleep on the bed with his nose between his paws and his hair falling over his eyes. I could see Williams struggling to keep a straight face.

‘In that case – in my humble opinion,’ he went on in a tone that implied it was anything but, ‘a mutt is a very small demand compared to all the others. Half the value of your flat. The pick of the contents. A valuable car. A half share of all your assets. If you want to get this over quickly and easily, as you say, it might be worth your while to use him as a bargaining tool.’

My jaw dropped. ‘Are you seriously suggesting that I let Mark have Fluffy? Are you crazy? What about all that stuff you said before about not capitulating? Besides, Fluffy’s mine!’

I felt the abscess burst, flooding me with something pernicious and exhilarating: poisonous, white-hot rage.

‘Ye-es… but –’

I heard my voice getting louder: ‘There’s no but about it, Mr Williams. He’s – my – dog. do you understand?’

There was a long pause. Williams was no longer looking at me. He was staring down at the desk – more precisely, at his notepad. The notes he’d jotted on it were now obliterated by wild blue scratches, and the paper was covered with deep puncture holes where I’d stabbed through it with his pen.

‘I gather,’ he said, as he took his Mont Blanc cautiously from my hand and examined its ruined nib, ‘that this is one point we won’t be conceding.’

With as much dignity as I could muster, I scooped my Downtown from the floor and stood up to leave. Though my knees threatened to give way, my mind was crystal clear. ‘Mr Williams,’ I said, ‘you can tell my husband’s solicitor that, when it comes to the dog, that bastard Mark can go fuck himself. If he wants a fight he can have one. Fluffy is mine. Full stop. He stays with me.’

Two

Out on the street, with the door of Crawley, Hurte & Williams closed behind me, I pulled up the collar of my winter coat against the late January wind and checked the time on the Dolce & Gabbana my father had given me for my last-but-one birthday. I’d already lost half an afternoon at Haines and Hampton, the department store where I worked, and I had a client booked in at five – a famous, throaty-voiced stage actress in urgent need of an evening dress to wear for the BAFTA awards. If I found a taxi now, I’d just about make it back to Chelsea in time.

I hailed a cab and jumped inside, but instead of directing the driver to the store I gave him my home address in Islington and threw myself on to the seat. I couldn’t face all those ‘dahlings’ and ‘fahbulouses’ in the changing room, not after what Mark had just done to me. I felt like a lollipop lady who’d been flattened on a zebra crossing by a yummy mummy driving a Chelsea tractor – sick, bewildered and stunned by the unfairness of it. After rummaging for a couple of minutes in the depths of my Downtown, I finally found my BlackBerry and dialled work.

‘Hello. Personal Shopping at Haines and Hampton. Charlotte speaking. Have a nice day. How may I help you?’ purred the plummy voice of our receptionist.

‘It’s me,’ I said abruptly.

‘Hello, Annie. Charlotte speaking.’ Unlike me, Charlotte came from an upper-class county family. Thick as two planks, she’d survived her British public-school education without learning anything, it seemed, other than how to enunciate her vowels like Princess Anne.

‘Yes, I know it’s you, Charlotte. You’ve already said your name.’

‘Have I? Sorry, Annie. How may I help you?’

‘You “may help me” by putting me through to Eva, please.’

‘Hold the line please, Annie. Have a nice day.’ I held on, impatient for Eva Wyrzykowski to answer her bleep. Three years earlier, when Eva had started at the store as a cleaner, she’d been unable to speak anything but her native Polish. Now she spoke fluent English, passable French, a smattering of Russian, and was persuasive enough in Arabic to sell bikinis to our full-veiled Saudi Arabian clients. She’d not only risen through the ranks to become my favourite assistant, she was also halfway through an Open University degree course in management skills. Meanwhile, no one else in the personal-shopping department – myself included – had learned to pronounce her surname.

‘Hold on, Annie, I’m putting you through to Eva now. Thank you for your call. Have a nice day.’

I made a mental note to tell Charlotte to cut out the American-style telephone jargon she’d recently taken to using. It was too annoying. Our clients were, on the whole, busy people who, like me, didn’t have the patience for all that nonsense. Besides, I wasn’t having a nice day. Far from it. How refreshing it was when Eva answered her telephone with a simple, efficient ‘Hello?’

‘Eva, it’s me.’

‘Yes, Annie?’

‘Something’s come up. An emergency. I have to go home. Could you…’

‘… telephone your next client, make an excuse and reschedule the appointment for tomorrow if poss?’

‘Yes. It’s…’

‘… Fenella Marshall,’ she finished for me. ‘Of course. I have her numbers here. Shall I tell her you suspect you’re getting laryngitis? No actress would want to catch that.’

‘You’re a genius, Eva. Thanks.’

Next I selected my father’s number from the call list. Then I thought better of it because, though it was now four weeks since Mark and I had decided to get divorced, I hadn’t yet plucked up enough courage to tell Dad. Instead I dialled my best friend Clarissa, but when her number was engaged, I gave up.

All of a sudden I couldn’t breathe. I forced my ribcage to expand and contract so that my lungs would too. I wasn’t going to cry, I told myself. That bastard – for that was how I now thought of the man who, until this morning, I had called Mark, and had even addressed within living memory as ‘darling’ – wasn’t going to get to me. Ever again.

Then I burst into tears. Me, Annie Curtis, née Osborne, who hadn’t cried in front of another human being since my mother had disappeared when I was eight.

The cabbie glanced at me curiously in his rear-view mirror. I guessed he was about to say something comforting, so I looked away. By the time he’d lurched over the trillions of huge speed bumps that had turned the Islington back-streets around where I lived into the Swiss Alps, I’d pulled myself together and restored my face to something resembling normality with the help of some compact foundation and a slick of Chanel Rouge Noir. Hiding behind my shades, I paid him off and, instead of ringing the intercom bell four times in quick succession to let Mark know I was coming, as I usually did, I let myself into the block and stomped furiously up the three flights to the top floor.

As I reached our landing I heard the clatter of paws across wood. A moment later the shadow of a nose appeared at the crack under our front door and, after the brief but loud snuffling, the usual frantic barking began.

Fluffy.

Feeling sick at the thought that I might lose him, I tried to fit the key in the lock, but my hands were shaking so badly I couldn’t do it. Eventually the door opened from inside. Like a greyhound let out of the traps, Fluffy hurled himself at me. Manic with happiness – after all, he hadn’t seen me since I’d left home for the store at seven o’clock that morning, and for all he’d known I was never coming back – he leaped into the air like a circus dog, then stood on his hind legs and scrabbled at my coat buttons with his front paws. One tufted ear pointing upwards, the other pointing down, he grinned at me with demented devotion from under the haystack of his black-and-white fringe.

I glared over his bobbing head at the dishevelled monster slouched in the doorway behind him. Its knobbly pink feet were planted firmly in a pair of canvas summer sandals, from which its legs sprouted like hairy, muscular stalks. It was dressed in its usual daytime, all-year-round gear: a pair of old khaki knee-skimming baggy shorts teamed with its favourite Fair Trade tree-hugger sweatshirt – a washed-out grey garment emblazoned with the remarkably appropriate word UseLess. Its face was creased, its long, curly dark hair unwashed and uncombed. It was half past five in the afternoon but, as usual, the monster looked as if it’d been up all night in some jazz club, and had only just rolled out of bed.

This creature, this unkempt thing was my husband.

The man over whom I had once swooned breathlessly. The man I’d promised to love, and who’d promised to love me, until death us did part. The man I had once trusted implicitly, and believed was the nicest, kindest, most humane human being on earth.

The man of whom my doting father had often said, in less-than-dulcet tones, ‘Call me a moron, but I just don’t known what you see in him, love.’

‘Hi!’ Mark smiled his usual mild, imperturbable smile, shoved his hands into his shorts pockets and swayed towards me to plant a chaste kiss on my cheek.

But rather than let him make contact, I turned away at the last minute and instead embraced the ten kilos of exuberance, which was, at that moment, doing its best to knock me down. ‘Hello, Fluffy-wuffy!’

Mark wiped some sleep from the corner of his eye. ‘How’s tricks?’ he said. I ignored him. And instead of realizing it was his fault that I wasn’t speaking to him, as he should have done, he automatically presumed I’d had a bad day at work. ‘Failed to sell any ten-thousand-quid handbags today, did you?’

It was an old joke of his, a tired one. At the best of times it would have merited a weak grin. This afternoon I scowled at him as I shrugged off my coat and threw it over the back of the sofa.

‘Where’s Mickey Mouse?’ I said to Fluffy, scratching his ears. ‘Fetch Mickey, Fluffy!’ All spindly legs, wagging tail and swaggering derrière, Fluffy scooted off across the living room to retrieve his favourite toy from his basket. He picked it up in his pointy muzzle, brought it over and, hovering a few feet from me, growled as he tempted me to take it from him. When I lunged for it, he shied away. ‘Drop it, Fluffy!’

‘Annie?’

‘Drop it!’ I warned Fluffy, then lunged again. Quicker off the mark this time, I grabbed Mickey’s leg and, after a short tussle, wrested the toy from between his teeth. As I flung it the length of the room, with more force than I knew I possessed, I imagined I was hurling it at Mark’s head.

Puzzled by the lack of communication, Mark shifted thoughtfully from foot to sandal-clad foot, until at last the penny dropped. ‘Why are you wearing your sunglasses in the house?’ he asked. ‘Aren’t you talking to me or something?’

‘Talking to you?’ Fluffy came running back with Mickey. This time he stayed well out of my reach, growling. I turned to my husband, removed my shades and gave a bitter laugh. ‘About what, Mark Curtis? There’s really nothing to talk about any more, is there? And you know perfectly well why.’

He spread his hands. ‘No, actually, I don’t.’

I took a deep breath. ‘I’ve just been to see my solicitor. He told me about Fluffy.’ Mark opened his mouth to say something, but I wouldn’t let him speak. I shook my head incredulously and went on, ‘I can’t believe you’re trying to do this to me. I hate you. No, that’s not strong enough for how I feel – I loathe and despise you, you – you rotten, lazy, scheming, unfaithful, two-faced bastard! And I never want to speak to you again as long as I live!’

And having made this pre-emptive strike, I grabbed Fluffy’s collar, dragged him into what until that morning had still been Mark’s and my bedroom, and slammed the door on the bitter dregs of our marriage.

Overcome with exhaustion, I lay down on the expensive memory-foam mattress – a mattress imprinted with the memory of how tenderly we had once made love – and kicked off my shoes. Fur flying, Fluffy jumped up to join me, and attempted to straddle my chest. After I’d pushed him off a few times he got the message and trampled circles on the duvet, then stretched out comfortingly across my feet.

How had this happened? I brooded, as I picked up the TV remote, switched on our thirty-two-inch LCD and, without the slightest interest in what he was saying, watched a high-definition George Alagiah read the BBC News at Six.

My marriage was over. History. In the bin-bag.

And only weeks earlier, on the morning of 25 December, I’d started the day thinking it had never been so good.

Three

It was Christmas Day in the Workhouse, and from outside Islington’s Institution for the Destitute looked as grim and oppressive as it had when it had first opened its doors to the parish paupers way back in the 1840s.

From the inside, however, it was a different picture. Where once there had hung lists of rules – No Disorderly Conduct, No Smoking but Abroad, No Obscene or Profane Language – there now hung Damien Hirst prints and plasma screens. Where once rough wooden clogs had thudded against splintery pine floors, the soft soles of Tod’s loafers padded across planks of polished American oak. And where, in the old days, there had been only one communal cold-water tap on each landing, shared by up to a hundred inmates, the old Institution now boasted a glut of en-suite bathrooms, shower rooms and wet rooms, all equipped with state-of-the-art Philippe Starck sanitary fittings.

Back in the nineteenth century, the working classes of the parish had dreaded the degradation of entering the building. Nowadays their descendants could only dream of it. Like the area’s run-down terraced houses, which had long ago been gentrified by future prime ministers, the Workhouse (as the old institutional building had recently been renamed by the developers who’d turned it into ‘lifestyle apartments’) was now the preserve of the well-to-do.

The high walls surrounding it had once kept the local unemployed from breaking out. Now those same walls stopped their great-great-grandchildren breaking in. Watched over twenty-four hours a day by a bank of CCTV cameras and a team of African or Eastern European concierges, the gated development was reputed to be the most secure in the N1 postcode. Even the Ocado delivery drivers had a hard time gaining access to the car park to drop off the organic provisions and luxury quilted lavatory paper that the owner-occupiers had ordered on the Internet during quiet moments at work.

This high level of security, however, proved more of a provocation than a deterrent to the gangs from the surrounding sink estates. Hard-faced hoodies, who wore their ASBOs like military decorations, bare-legged schoolgirls, who dressed like hookers in micro-skirts and vertiginously heeled boots, they congregated round the Workhouse’s main gates at all times of day and night, drinking, smoking, swearing and making threatening gestures at the residents when they roared down the street in their VWs and Porsches, frantically waving their remote controls at the car park’s automatic barrier as if their lives depended upon it.

This being Christmas morning, however, the hoodies and hookers were at home opening their Christmas presents, and Winston Churchill, the Workhouse’s daytime concierge, had – uniquely of the building’s occupants – gone to church. Down in the basement communal gym, which was a steaming cauldron of testosterone, sweat and Calvin Klein eau-de-Cologne on working days, the Power Plates and treadmills had yet to be switched on. At least half of the Workhouse’s occupants had left London for Christmas in Klosters, Gloucestershire or Ibiza and, as a result, the huge Victorian building creaked like a deserted ship.

As Mark and I lounged about in our towelling bathrobes up on the third floor, we felt deliciously alone.

Mark was pottering about at the kitchen end of our open-plan living room, while I was lying on the big white rug beside the steel-clad free-standing fireplace – one of the many wow-factors that had made me decide to buy the place when I’d first viewed it seven years before. Fluffy lay on the rug beside me, snoring gently, his long hindquarters stretched out behind him and his muzzle resting peacefully between his paws.

Though the sky outside the huge sash windows was a leaden grey, it felt wonderfully cosy indoors. The gas fire’s roaring flames, turned up to the maximum, cast a warm glow over the exposed-brick walls, and a dozen star-shaped paper lanterns, strung between the cast-iron roof girders, sent flickering shadows dancing across the vaulted ceiling. Our eight-foot-high Christmas tree twinkled with coloured baubles, ropes of garish Woolworth’s tinsel, and skeins of flashing LED lights, and a giant plastic snowflake, covered with sparkling glitter, was pinned to the bathroom door. The final touches were the dancing mini-Santa, which was gyrating on the glass-topped table, and the Christmas CD Krazy Karaoke Karols blasting out from our B&O.

When I’d rushed off to work two days earlier there hadn’t been a sign of Christmas in the apartment. But as soon as I’d left, Mark had walked Fluffy up to Chapel Street market and raided its Christmas stalls. By the time I’d got back that evening he’d already put up everything.

‘Whaddayathink?’ he’d asked, slouching in the doorway as Fluffy ran round and round the flashing tree, manically chasing his hairy question-mark of a tail.

I’d regarded it with a professional eye. ‘I’d say it’s part nineteen-sixties trailer trash, and part Hamley’s Santa’s Grotto. Totally tasteless, kitsch and over the top. And I adore it, darling! Next year you should design the windows at Haines and Hampton. All that’s missing is a light-up sleigh on the roof.’

Mark had taken my hand and led me to the bedroom. Fluffy had followed at our heels. Suddenly his ears had flattened and he’d growled. A moment later he’d changed from a docile mutt into a mad werewolf and had thrown himself at the sliding windows. A life-size inflatable plastic reindeer with a glowing red nose was staring in at us from our decked balcony.

‘Where on earth did you get that?’ I’d gasped.

‘It was part of a job lot with the dancing Santa. I think the bloke who was selling it wanted to go home.’

I’d thrown my arms round my husband’s neck. ‘How can I ever thank you enough for doing all this for me?’

Funnily enough, he’d immediately thought of the perfect way. And the bed had been just behind us.

Since then, everything had been great between us – much better, in fact, than it had been for ages. Mark hadn’t sniped at me for not sorting out my rubbish for recycling, and I hadn’t snapped at him for kicking off his muddy walking boots on the white living-room rug. He hadn’t accused me of monopolizing the en-suite first thing in the morning, and I hadn’t complained late at night that his music was keeping me awake. He’d cooked me my favourite food without having to be asked – spaghetti carbonara, pan-roasted cod with home-made chips and designer mushy peas, and Chocolate Nemesis from the River Café Cook Book. In return I’d scoffed the lot without once mentioning that I was still on the low-carb diet I’d been following, without success, for the last three years.

So, as I stared into the gas-flamed fire on Christmas morning, and Mark wandered towards me, carrying two freshly made cappuccinos, I counted my blessings. How nice was this, to be sitting in front of a fire, singing along out of tune to a karaoke version of ‘O Little Town of Bethlehem’ with the two beings I loved most in the world for company? Plus, there was the sweet, slightly medicinal scent of the huge Nordic fir in my nostrils, and the tantalizing smell of slow-roasting pheasants, wrapped in pancetta and stuffed with Calvados-soaked apples, wafting from the oven.

As usual Mark, who was a brilliant cook, had gone to town over our Christmas meals, but I was so content that morning that I didn’t give a stuff what we ate for lunch – it could have been Turkey Twizzlers for all I cared. Ours might not have been the liveliest or most sociable Christmas Day – my father was in Barbados with his girlfriend, Norma, and her two teenage sons, and Mark’s parents, Jackie and Dennis, were cooking lunch for their customers at the Dog and Fox, their pub outside Norwich – but it felt perfect for Mark and me to be at home together. After we’d eaten, we’d get dressed and drive over to Hampstead for what had become, during the five years we’d been together, our traditional Christmas Day walk on the Heath. What could be nicer than a private, domestic twenty-four hours after the fraught, sozzled build-up at work to the holiday season? There was only so much Bollinger, bonhomie and speculation about which designer dress, eye-shadow and clutch bag looked best on a client that a woman could stomach without feeling she’d had enough of the high-end fashion business for good.

There was another reason, too, why I felt so happy that Christmas morning. There were only six more days left until 31 December. This meant that Mark and I had made it through another year. There had been times during the past twelve months when I’d feared we wouldn’t. Just like I’d feared the year before. Oh, yes, and the year before that. But here we were on the brink of New Year’s Eve, still very much together, I thought smugly, as I skimmed the cocoa-sprinkled froth from my cappuccino and sucked it off my teaspoon. It was, in fact, a Christmas miracle. Not quite the Virgin Birth, but a miracle nevertheless.

‘So, who wants presents?’ said Mark, squatting beside me.

‘Me, please!’

He put down his mug and crawled under the Christmas tree, revealing as he did so a glimpse of marble-white, naked buttock under his towelling robe. After some scuffling, he emerged with a pile of boxes and packages all beautifully wrapped in red-and-gold paper and tied with silver ribbon – presents he’d wrapped especially for Fluffy and me. On impulse I leaned over and kissed him.

‘Mmm. What have I done to deserve that?’ he said, with a smile.

‘Nothing. You just happen to be rather buff, that’s all.’

‘“Buff”? What kind of word is that? Something you’ve learned from your teenage assistants, I suppose. Don’t you mean suave, sophisticated and irresistible?’

If there was anything Mark wasn’t, it was suave and sophisticated. But irresistible? I looked at his full, smiling mouth, and the crinkly blue eyes set wide apart in his craggy, weatherbeaten face, softened by the halo of unruly dark curls that surrounded it. At forty, he was still seriously attractive, even more so than when he’d first walked into my life, aged thirty-five.

‘Oh, I wouldn’t go so far as to say you’re irresistible,’ I said, as I brushed away a sprinkling of pine needles that had got tangled up in his hair.

‘Why not?’ Puckering his lips into a huge mock kiss, he lunged at me and, as we larked around like kids, I accidentally hit Fluffy’s nose with my elbow. He woke with a yelp, leaped to his feet and, in an attempt to join in the game, grabbed the hem of Mark’s bathrobe and tried to rip it off him, knocking over Mark’s cappuccino in the process.

First it was Fluffy’s turn for presents. We’d spoiled him terribly, but I can’t say he appreciated it. Not even an organic hand-baked carob-flavoured dog biscuit in the shape of a snowflake could tempt him to enter the new, fake-fur bed we’d bought him; he much preferred the paper it was wrapped in, which he promptly tore to shreds and scattered all over the floor. He looked great in the Burberry collar and leash set I’d got with my employee’s discount from Haines’s luxury-gift department, though rather more like a flash nouveau-riche rock star than the pedigree country gentleman I’d hoped for. But, then, with his thin, lurcher-like body, his extra-long back, his loping gait, his jutting hip-bones and the cartoon-like black and white fur that sprouted from the top of his head like an old-fashioned floor mop, Fluffy wasn’t exactly the pedigree type.

Still, the sterling-silver bone-shaped dog-tag we’d had engraved with his name did lend him a rather upper-class air. Not that Fluffy was impressed by designer accessories. In fact, the only present he expressed any real interest in was the cheap Christmas stocking stuffed with packets of rawhide chews and liver-flavoured treats that Mark had picked up at our local pet shop, and which Fluffy polished off in minutes (along with half of its nylon net wrapper), despite our warnings that it would ruin his appetite for lunch.

Next we took it in turns to open our presents. I’d given Mark the new Eric Clapton autobiography. He’d given me a voucher for a day at London’s swankiest spa. I’d given him a Paul Smith sweatshirt. He’d given me the fabulous red patent Vivienne Westwood bag I’d been eyeing all season. I’d given him Bose earphones for his iPod. He’d bought me the eight-thousand-pound Banksy screen print – to which he’d taken a fancy when we’d seen it in an exhibition in Soho several months before.

Anyone looking at those gifts might have thought that, compared to my over-generous husband, I was miserly. However, they should know that everything Mark and I had bought for each other on our credit cards would eventually be paid for out of our joint bank account. I say our joint bank account because both our names were on it. We both had cheque books, cash cards and equal access to the Internet banking service. Everything that came out of the account was, thus, joint expenditure.

The only thing that wasn’t joint about the account was the money that went into it.

It was all mine.

As I often told my father when he moaned about Mark, apart from the reversal in our sexes there was nothing unusual about our financial situation which was replicated in millions of marriages all over the world. I, as the main breadwinner, brought home the bulk of our income, and my spouse, who earned pin-money, helped me spend it. And spending money happened to be one of the three things my spouse was good at. The other two being cooking and sex.

‘Wow!’ I said, as I unwrapped the Banksy. ‘You actually bought this!’

‘Yeah.’ He looked at it proudly and smiled. ‘I sneaked back to the gallery later that week with my Visa.’

‘Amazing!’

‘Are you pleased with it?’

‘Of course! It’s lovely!’ As lovely as it could be, considering it was an image of a rat holding a placard on which were scrawled the words, ‘Welcome to Hell’. ‘I’m just… well, I’m surprised you splashed out on it, that’s all.’

‘I know it’s incredibly extravagant,’ Mark went on, looking at me doubtfully, ‘but I thought you’d like it.’

‘Oh, I do! Very much! I mean, it’s great, Mark. A brilliant present! Thanks so much! Where do you think we should hang it?’

‘Well, I’m not sure. I was thinking up there, maybe.’

He pointed at the small mezzanine level that overhung part of the kitchen. This was our study area, where Mark kept the digital piano I’d bought him for his last birthday in the vain hope that it would inspire him to compose a number-one hit.

‘Mmm.’

His face fell. ‘Why do you say it like that, Annie?’

‘Like what?’

‘Suspiciously. Mmm? Like you think I bought the Banksy for myself.’

I cursed him for being such a mind-reader. ‘Mark! What a horrible thing to say!’

‘I just think it’d look good up there, don’t you?’

‘Yes. Terrific.’

‘Really? Look, I know it cost a lot, but I figured it’d be an investment. I mean, as well as being a present. I’m sure I read in the Guardian that the price of Banksy prints keeps shooting up. Doesn’t it?’

‘Oh, yes!’

‘And I thought you deserved something special for Christmas.’ He suddenly looked ashamed. ‘I wanted to spoil you. You’ve worked so hard this year, and done so well, while I… Well, I’ve been sodding useless, haven’t I? As usual.’

‘You haven’t!’

‘Cut the crap, Annie.’

Mark’s bursts of self-deprecating candour always made me melt. I couldn’t bear to see him upset. He was so committed to composing guitar music and writing lyrics, which he’d been doing ever since he’d left university a hundred years before – having gained, according to my father, an honours degree in slothfulness. He worked so hard at composing, but to little effect. From the snatches I’d heard of his songs – when he deigned to play them to me – I was convinced they’d be successful – when he eventually found someone to record them, that was.

But when would that be? No wonder he felt demoralized. While my career had gone from strength to strength since we’d got married just under five years ago, his had gone precisely nowhere. He had ambition – well, sort of – but did he have enough talent? I thought his music was great, but unfortunately the people in the business didn’t seem to agree. Year after year, Mark persevered, endlessly honing, rewriting and repolishing his compositions until he’d quite worn through them. His desk was piled high with rejection letters from music publishers, record producers and singers’ agents. Some were gentle let-downs of the my-client-list-is-already-so-full-that-I-would-not-be-able-to-do-justice-to-your-obvious-talent variety. Others were downright insulting, and some agents didn’t even bother to reply to him. They probably didn’t listen to the CDs he sent them – just hurled them straight into the dustbin, as I did the DVDs of vintage TV sit-coms that seemed to come free with every Sunday newspaper.

‘Oh, darling, don’t be crazy!’ I said to Mark now. ‘You’re a brilliant composer!’

‘I’m rubbish.’

‘You’re not! I believe in you.’

‘Thanks. But what do you know about music?’

This was Mark’s mildly insulting answer whenever I praised his work. ‘Well, I listen to the radio. And I watch MTV sometimes. Besides, you know I couldn’t do what I do without you. Work such long hours at the store, I mean. Who’d take care of Fluffy if you had a full-time job? And who’d look after me?’

Eventually I managed to cajole him out of his mood and we went back to bed. While Fluffy dozed on the rug, snoring rhythmically, we made love with more tenderness than we’d done in a long while. I even surprised myself by not having to fake my orgasm – something I’d been doing rather too frequently lately. It wasn’t that I’d gone off making love with Mark, I was just so tired by the time I got home from work that I’d rather have had a cup of Ovaltine than the night of passion that was on offer. Perhaps I was getting old.

Afterwards we cuddled up in bed watching a DVD of It’s a Wonderful Life.

‘What’s that’s smell?’ Mark said suddenly. ‘Something’s burning. Oh, shit, it must be the pheasant!’ He leaped out of bed and ran stark naked into the kitchen, Fluffy bounding at his heels.

Grinning to myself, I propped myself up on our large pile of pillows, and listened to the domestic symphony issuing from the kitchen: the clank of a roasting tin as it was taken out of the oven, the rustle of aluminium foil, the rattle of the knife drawer followed by a string of expletives.

‘Don’t panic, Nurse,’ he called. ‘She may have third-degree burns but I think I can save her. However, we may have to amputate.’ A couple of minutes later, he reappeared clutching a charred drumstick and asked, ‘Would you say this is cooked through yet?’

While I fell about laughing, Fluffy snatched the burned offering and, balancing it between his big front paws, settled down to demolish it on the bedside rug. To his fury Mark snatched it back, in case the bones splintered in his mouth. Then, shutting our disgruntled mutt in the bedroom with me, he returned to the kitchen to rescue the remains of Christmas lunch.

Married life! There was nothing to beat it, I reflected as, furious at being excluded from the kitchen, Fluffy first whined at the door, then crawled under our bed on one of his frequent seek-and-destroy missions. How right I’d been to stick with Mark! After I’d found out about his affair with Fern, our Antipodean Pilates teacher, eighteen months before, my best friend Clarissa had warned me that he was congenitally immature and would never settle down. However, over a bottle of Chilean Sauvignon Blanc and a big bowl of salted almonds in the Roach and Parrot in Upper Street, I’d assured her she was wrong.

‘Mark says he only had an affair because he was unhappy and frustrated,’ I’d said defensively. ‘It was partly my fault.’

‘Yours?’ Scandalized, Clarissa had sat forward in her chair. Even in an old pair of black trousers and a navy-blue jumper of her husband’s that was not only three sizes too big for her but had seen better days, my tall, slender friend had managed to look as elegant as Erin O’Connor. She’d even looked good in our navy blue school uniform – a feat never achieved by any other girl. ‘Poise is in her blood,’ her mother had once told me, in the living room of the family’s house in Cadogan Square – a gloomy place full of heavily varnished portraits of her ancestors and dark Victorian furniture that, like the Garland family’s finances, had seen better days. ‘You see, Clarissa’s grandmother was a duchess, dear. And breeding will out, as we all know.’ Perhaps the Hon. Mrs Garland had been trying to warn me off being friends with her daughter: with my background, good breeding was something I’d never possess, at least in her eyes. But the nice thing about Clarissa was that she’d never given a toss about any of that, even at the age of eleven. She and I were inseparable from our very first day at school, even though I called my grandmother ‘Nan’ rather than ‘your ladyship’, dropped my aitches and scooped peas from my dinner plate with the inside of a fork (though my new teachers had soon put a stop to that).

Anyway, it had turned out that Clarissa was desperate to let down the crumbling aristocratic side of her family, rather than prop it up. As soon as she’d left school, she’d joined the Socialist Workers’ Party and shacked up with James, a penniless Welsh miner’s son who was a left-wing law student. Seventeen years on, James was a QC and a stalwart of the local Liberal Democrats, while Clarissa was a social worker and the harassed, somewhat worn-out mother of their four ravishing young daughters, Rachel, Rebecca, Emily and Miranda. More importantly, at least to me, she was still my best friend.

‘I haven’t been paying Mark enough attention lately, you see,’ I’d gone on to explain. ‘I can’t have been loving enough to him. I’ve been too preoccupied with my job.’

Clarissa had shaken her long, lank, mousy hair. ‘That’s because you’re brilliant at what you do! You’ve made an incredible success of running Haines’s personal-shopping department. Vogue didn’t call you ‘the make-over queen’ in their last issue for nothing, darling. Mark should understand that. He ought to be proud of you.’

‘Oh, he is. I’m sure he is.’

‘Does he often say so?’

‘Yes,’ I’d said. But when Clarissa had narrowed her eyes at me, I’d admitted, ‘Well, not for some time.’

‘You mustn’t feel guilty about doing well, Annie. You have a real talent for helping people to change their appearance for the better. I mean, just think what you did for Whatsername.’

‘Who’s Whatsername?’

‘You know – the shadow secretary of state for Whatever-it-is. One minute the tabloids are calling her a political liability. The next, every glossy mag in the country was slapping her on the front page.’

‘Well, it wasn’t hard to make her look better because she couldn’t have looked worse.’

‘Mark should be grateful to you. One of you has to earn a proper living, for God’s sake.’

‘I know that. But I don’t think he understands how much everything costs.’ I’d crunched up some almonds, then washed them down with a big gulp of Sauvignon. ‘And then there’s the baby question.’

‘Ah. The bloody baby question,’ Clarissa had enunciated, with her cut-glass consonants, ‘which keeps raising its ugly, bald little head.’

‘It isn’t funny. It’s a real issue. You can’t blame Mark for wanting to start a family.’

‘I guess not. Men have such pathetically frail egos that they need to prove they’re virile by spawning. Just think of James. Well, call me old-fashioned, but I don’t think sleeping with another woman is the best way to go about getting one’s wife knocked up.’

‘I guess not. But you know me, I’m not ready for motherhood.’

Clarissa had raised her arched, aristocratic eyebrows. ‘You are in your late thirties, darling. Tick-tock and all that bullshit.’

‘Thanks for reminding me. You sound like Mark. And my father. You see? Even you secretly agree that I’ve driven Mark away because I don’t want to have children yet!’

‘Well, you must have expected him to want them some time. After all, he does come from a big, jolly family. How many sisters does he have? Six? Seven?’

‘Three. I’ve lost count of all the nieces and nephews.’ I’d pushed the half-empty nut-bowl to her side of the table. ‘Don’t let me have any more, please. On pain of death. Except these,’ I’d added, as I’d scooped up a last handful. This was definitely not the right time to stick to my permanent diet. When was? ‘I suppose I’ll have to make more effort to please him in future, if I want to stop him having another affair.’

‘Good idea,’ Clarissa had commented drily. ‘Have lots and lots of babies just to make Mark happy. A brood of screaming brats overrunning the flat – that should stop him straying.’ Clarissa had shaken her head in despair. ‘You should listen to yourself, Annie. You sound like a battered wife, blaming herself for her husband’s abysmal behaviour, then going back for another beating.’

As I lay in bed on Christmas Day I tried to put this conversation out of my mind and concentrate instead on the black-and-white images of 1946 small-town America flickering across the TV screen in It’s a Wonderful Life. But even as I watched a desperate George Bailey, a.k.a. James Stewart, tell Clarence, his guardian angel, that his life had been a total failure, I was thinking about Mark’s affair.

Despite what Clarissa had said after I’d found Fern’s disgusting red thong nestling among the manky socks in his sports bag, I knew I’d been right to stick with him. After all, the affair had only been a Brief Encounter, if you’ll forgive the pun. Except that, unlike Celia Johnson and Trevor Howard, the lovestruck stars of one of my favourite black-and-white films, Mark and Fern had actually had sex, rather than just thought about it. And, they’d had it quite a few times, if my suspicions had been right. Still, Mark had insisted he’d only done it because he’d been so depressed and disillusioned with our relationship, and he’d promised it would never happen again. And when you weighed up the rights and wrongs of the situation in the scales of justice, lacy thongs and all, what were a few meaningless shags when weighed up against our marriage?

In It’s a Wonderful Life the good folk of Bedford Falls gathered together to save George Bailey from financial ruin, while his wife Mary stood by with tears of pride in her eyes. As I snuggled under the bedclothes, I congratulated myself that things between Mark and me really had changed for the better during the last year. It hadn’t been easy, but we’d managed to avoid talking about difficult issues such as money, and Fern, and having babies, and money, and Fern, and the long hours I worked, and the long hours he didn’t, and Fern, and money, and as a consequence we hadn’t quarrelled nearly as much as we used to. During the build-up to Christmas he had seemed happier and more relaxed than he had earlier in the year. He was even making good progress with a new song. Once his talent was recognized, his self-esteem would be restored and, I persuaded myself, we’d live happily ever after, just like George and Mary Bailey.

There was a rustle under the bed, and the end of Fluffy’s long bristly tail, which was sticking out from under the valance, swished excitedly from side to side. He’d obviously found something of interest among the junk we’d shoved there and, from the ripping sounds I could hear, he was tearing it to shreds.

‘Fluffy?’ I leaned over the side of the bed, raised the valance and peered into the darkness. Though he knew I was there, Fluffy took absolutely no notice of me, even when I tapped his hindquarters. ‘What are you doing?’ Still he ignored me. Whatever he’d found – an old pair of knickers, a half-eaten biscuit, some balled-up tights – I knew it wouldn’t be good for him. He’d probably eat it, retch for a while, then throw it up. I’d lost count of the times Mark and I had had to clear up the regurgitated aftermath of Fluffy’s destruction-fests.

What had he found now? ‘Drop it!’ I said, in my most commanding voice. I might as well have saved my breath. It was hopeless telling Fluffy anything. Mark, who had a way with dogs, said he was the most disobedient animal he’d ever come across.

‘Did you hear me, Fluffy? I said drop it!’ Fluffy threw me a defiant glance, his eyes flashing yellow in the gloom under the bed, then carried on with what he’d been doing. I heard another rip, followed by a crunch. I jumped out of bed, threw on my bathrobe, grabbed him by the haunches and hauled him out. Though he gave a menacing growl, I knew he wouldn’t bite me. Fluffy might pretend to be aggressive, but as a rule he abhorred violence – the exception being the occasional tussle with other dogs.

‘Okay, that’s enough!’ I said. ‘Give it to me!’ Thinking he was being clever, Fluffy let go of whatever he’d been chewing just before his muzzle emerged from under the bed. Though he gave me an innocent look, there were flecks of red and gold paper on his lips.

I let go of him and, before he could scramble back under the bed, I reached in and rescued his soggy prey. As I threw it on to the mattress, he leaped up after it, barking excitedly. I followed suit, and snatched the thing out of his reach. ‘Get off!’ I said, standing on the mattress while Fluffy pirouetted into the air with snapping jaws. ‘Get down! Bad dog! Down!’ At last he slunk back on to the floor, where he sat to attention and eyed the parcel with longing.

He’d found another Christmas present, wrapped in the same expensive red-and-gold paper as the Banksy. I read the message on the card: ‘Darling,’ Mark had scrawled in his spidery script, ‘A little something for our walks on the Heath.’ The words were followed by his trademark signature to me, a long line of Xs, followed by a star. He must have forgotten to give it to me earlier, I thought. Or maybe he’d been keeping it as a special surprise for later in the day.

I felt all warm inside.

I smiled to myself. Yes, I actually smiled.

I thought, Aren’t I a lucky woman?

‘Everything all right in there?’ Mark yelled from the kitchen. ‘It’s almost ready.’

‘Great!’ I yelled back. ‘Couldn’t be better. I’ll be out in a sec.’

I knew I should put the present straight back under the bed and wait until Mark remembered to give it to me, but curiosity got the better of me. What had he bought me for our walks on the Heath? A cashmere scarf from N. Peal’s in
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