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Chapter One

‘So you don’t think she’ll mind?’ I asked again, coming back to the breakfast table with two slopping mugs of coffee. I handed him one.

‘Annabel, for the last time, I know she won’t mind.’ David reached for a piece of kitchen towel and carefully wiped the bottom of his mug before setting it down. ‘That house stands empty for months on end, for heaven’s sake, except when she deigns to pop in for two weeks in September. She’ll be delighted to have the place occupied; she always is.’

‘And you won’t mind? I mean, us going?’ I perched on a chair opposite him in my threadbare blue dressing gown, cradled my mug in my hands and peered anxiously at him over his propped-up newspaper. ‘You’ll be here all on your own, David, for the whole summer. Well, most of it, anyway. Be awfully quiet.’

With a sigh, he folded The Times carefully into quarters, laid it aside and smiled. ‘I’ll cope.’ He reached across my rickety old pine table, laid his immaculate Hilditch & Key shirt sleeve in the crumbs and detritus of breakfast and squeezed my arm. ‘I’ve coped on my own for the last thirty-odd years. What makes you think I’ll forget how to boil a kettle now? Or go out with my underpants on back to front, perhaps? And with the best will in the world, Annie, it’s not as if your culinary skills are keeping me from wasting away, either. I think I’ll survive. Incidentally, speaking of things culinary, there is a terrible pong in this kitchen.’ He dropped my arm and sniffed the air cautiously. ‘Emanating, I think, from those Waitrose curry cartons you so lovingly decanted our supper from last night. They’re not still lurking about somewhere, are they?’ He looked around suspiciously.

‘It would be rather marvellous,’ I went on abstractedly, gazing at a small patch of sunlight on the wall above his left shoulder, dimly aware that my eyes were shining but that I couldn’t help it. ‘And just what I need right now. Nearly two months of peace and quiet to finish this wretched book, and by the sea, too. And without … well …’

‘Shopping to do and beds to make and the telephone ringing constantly and your bloody sister popping round every five minutes, yes, yes, I agree. We’ve been through this a million times, Annie, take the house in Cornwall and finish the wretched book and get it over and done with.’ He grinned and propped up his newspaper again. Gave it a vigorous shake. ‘Go on, bog off.’

‘And we’ll get married the moment I get back,’ I said, putting my mug down decisively.

‘And we’ll get married the moment you get back,’ he repeated from the depths of the broadsheet.

‘In the church at the bottom of Cadogan Street? You know, the one we were going to look at? Bully the vicar into letting us use it even though we don’t live round there? Offer him, I don’t know, money for the church roof or something?’

He ground his teeth, just perceptibly. ‘In the church at the bottom of Cadogan Street, corruptible vicar permitting, yes.’

‘And only because Mum was cheated out of the church bit the first time around and would love it so, and –’

‘Look,’ he interrupted, shaking his paper again irritably. ‘We’ve been through this a hundred times, Annie. We’ve been through the unsatisfactory nature of your charmless wedding to your faithless first husband, and the not unreasonable demands of my future mother-in-law for church nuptials the second time around, and I’ve said yes. Please don’t make me tread on hot coals again,’ he implored plaintively.

‘And Flora would love it too,’ I mused, picking up my plate and drifting absently to the sink, stacking it high on top of an already tottering pagoda of dirty dishes. ‘The wedding, I mean. Being a bridesmaid, all that sort of thing.’

He caught my wrist suddenly as I floated back and kissed the palm of my hand hard. In a swift movement he’d drawn me down on to his lap. ‘Yes, she would,’ he murmured, kissing me purposefully on the mouth. ‘Now stop it. We’ve agreed. You go to Cornwall, you take my dippy aunt’s house if it hasn’t already been washed away by the sea, and you finish your book. Then you return, six weeks later, a woman of letters – and hopefully means, if they sock you the advance they’ve threatened – and in a matter of days you’ll have a ring on your finger and all the bourgeois respectability that goes with being Mrs Palmer, the doctor’s wife. Frankly, I think it’s an admirable plan, and to be honest I don’t really mind what you do so long as you stop burning the toast and making me drink coffee you can stand a spoon up in in Flora’s chipped Groovy Chick mug.’ He peered balefully into its pink depths.

‘I’ll have it back then, shall I? Since you’re fussy?’ Flora, having pounded downstairs, came through the door in her school uniform and plucked the mug from under his nose. She tasted it and made a face. ‘Ugh, you’re right, it’s vile. Mum, pretending to make real coffee by putting in three spoonfuls of instant is not going to wash with your urbane, sophisticated boyfriend, you know.’ She went to the sink and poured it away. ‘And what are all these curry cartons doing in the sink?’ She poked the precarious pile with an incredu lous finger. ‘No wonder it stinks in here. And stop hopping around,’ she added as I hastily got off David’s lap, blushing. ‘You’re sharing a bed together in this house, for God’s sake, I don’t see that a cuddle at the breakfast table makes any difference.’ She grinned conspiratorially at David, clearly relishing her role as the mature observer of impulsive lovebirds. He winked good-naturedly back.

‘Flora’s right. Stop behaving as if we’re just playing Scrabble up there and give her a little credit. And incidentally, where exactly does my new step-daughter fit into this great summer scheme of yours?’

I looked at him quickly, wondering for the first time if this was a veiled reproach, but his grey eyes were twinkling with amusement.

‘What scheme?’ demanded Flora. She threw back her head and gathered a sheet of silky dark hair into her hands, ready for the scrunchy poised between her teeth.

‘Well, Flora, nothing’s set in stone,’ I began nervously, ‘but you know this book I’ve been trying to –’


‘Oh God, is it ten past?’ Her eyes flew to the clock. ‘My bus!’ She seized a piece of burnt toast from the toaster with one hand and simultan eously stuffed books in a bag with the other. ‘Yes, I know your book.’

‘Well, Gertrude has a place by the sea, apparently.’ I twisted my fingers anxiously, following her as she dashed around the kitchen gathering together gym kit, pencil case, trainers. ‘You know, David’s aunt –’

‘Yes, of course I know Gertrude. Has she? I didn’t know that.’ She threw an enquiring glance over her shoulder at David as she reached behind the door for her lacrosse stick and shoes.

He nodded. ‘She does.’

‘And … well, I thought I might go there. Borrow it, just for the summer. Just for six weeks or so –’

‘Six weeks!’ She paused. Stopped her packing and gazed. ‘What, you mean … and I’ll stay here? With David?’

‘Oh no! No, I didn’t mean that. No, it’ll be during the school holidays, so you’ll come with me. I’ll be working, obviously, but I could get a nanny or something …’

‘A nanny. God, Mum, I’m twelve. I don’t need a nanny.’

‘Well, you know, a girl, a teenager or something. An Aussie girl perhaps. Just for you to play with, to keep an eye on you.’

‘Play, Mother?’ She regarded me witheringly. Shook her head and resumed her packing. ‘I can amuse myself. And anyway, I think I’d rather be in London. All my friends are staying in London for the summer, and I could stay here with David, couldn’t I?’

‘Doesn’t matter a jot to me,’ said David equably, getting up from the table and reaching for his suit jacket on the back of a chair.

I looked at him gratefully, loving him for playing to her bravado. For not saying: ‘What friends, Flora?’ or: ‘Flora, do me a favour, you can’t even manage a sleepover without your mum, let alone six weeks.’

‘You girls sort it out between yourselves,’ he went on. ‘Frankly, I think you’ll have a job persuading your mother to leave you behind, but on the other hand, I think Flora’s right. I’m not convinced she needs nannying amongst the rock pools. Other than that’ – he held up his hands to stem the flow of protests en route from both of us – ‘not my problem. I ain’t getting involved.’ He grinned. ‘One of the perks of marrying into a ready-made family, see. They get to sort out their own domestics.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘And I’m going to be late for surgery if I don’t get a wiggle on, so I’ll see you both later.’ He kissed me again on the mouth and tweaked Flora’s ponytail on the way out. ‘Bye, you.’

‘Bye.’ She grinned good-naturedly back.

When he’d disappeared down the front hall and the door had shut behind him, the stained-glass panes rattling in the frame, I turned anxiously to her.

‘But you will come with me, won’t you, Flora? I hadn’t planned on doing this without you, you know.’

She munched her toast without looking at me. Brushed some crumbs from her mouth with the back of her hand.

‘Hadn’t talked to me about it though, had you?’

‘Well, no.’ I hesitated. ‘Obviously I had to talk to David first.’ I paused, letting this new level of hierarchy sink in, then lost my nerve. ‘I mean,’ I said quickly, ‘he’s the one being left behind, and anyway, apart from anything else, I haven’t asked Gertrude yet. The house does belong to her, and I haven’t even asked if I can borrow it yet.’

There was a silence as she fixed a silver grip carefully in the side of her hair.

‘Where is this place, anyway?’

‘Down on the north coast of Cornwall, near Rock. It’s really pretty.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Well, apparently. And perched high up on the top of a cliff and – oh Flora, you can surf there and waterski, sail dinghies, learn to ride, all that sort of thing. You’ll have a terrific time! You’ll meet people, make friends –’

‘OK, OK, stop selling it. You’ll be throwing in singsongs around the campfire next. And what about David? Why isn’t he coming?’

‘He will, of course he will, for weekends. But he can’t take all that time off, particularly if we want to have a honeymoon later on in the year.’ I hesitated. ‘Flora, you do realize we will have a honeymoon …’

‘Oh God, I’m not coming on that!’

‘No no,’ I said quickly. ‘Just checking you knew.’

‘Mum, do me a favour.’ She made a gormless face. ‘Anyway, Granny will come and look after me, won’t she?’ She contrived to look nonchalant but her dark eyes were anxious and my heart lurched for her.

‘Of course she will.’

Suddenly her face paled as she saw the sock she’d been looking for in the fruit bowl. She seized it.

‘Oh Mum, my name tags! You didn’t sew them on my games things and Miss Taylor said I’ll get a debit if they’re not on by today!’


‘Flora, it’s quarter past already. Why didn’t you remind me last night?’

‘But I’ll get a debit!’ she wailed, pulling the whole kit out of her bag in a crumpled heap. ‘And you never ironed it, and she said unless each piece is named, including the socks –’

‘Here.’ I snatched them up and ran to the kitchen drawer. The first biro nib disappeared up its plastic shaft, the second had no ink, so I seized a red felt pen and began to scrawl frenziedly.

‘In pen?’

‘So long as it’s named, she won’t mind,’ I muttered. ‘Tell her I’ll do it properly tonight.’

As the red ink ran hideously into the cuff of her white socks I avoided her eyes which were round with horror. Poor Flora, always on the lookout for something new to fret about and always finding it in me. My daughter: so immaculate, so conscientious, so pristine, so fearful of incurring the potential anger of her teachers; a classroom helper and practically lifetime holder of the manners badge, with shoes you could see your face in she shined them so assiduously at the kitchen table; and with a mother who tried hard to come up to her scrupulous standards, but failed miserably.

‘Anyway, games today?’ I stuffed it all back in hurriedly. ‘I thought I wrote you a note? I thought you weren’t doing games this week?’

‘I tore it up,’ she quaked. ‘I know what she’ll say. It’s no excuse. Lots of girls have periods, Mum. She won’t let me off for that.’

I glanced up at my daughter’s fearful face, but didn’t comment. My petite, small-boned Flora, beautiful and dark with her huge brown eyes and her underdeveloped, childlike body, who, since the beginning of the year, had been brutally and systematically felled once a month with crippling tummy cramps and nausea. Doubled up with pain, her white face contorted with agony, she’d come home from school, drop her bags on the floor and collapse in a heap on the sofa whilst I hastened to get her a hot-water bottle to clutch to her stomach and a fistful of paracetamol.

‘What is it, gym or netball?’

‘Netball,’ she said thankfully. ‘At least I get to wear a skirt.’

I nodded, tight-lipped. ‘OK. Now go. Go, darling, the bus will be at the corner any minute.’

We both glanced up as the familiar rattle heralded its approach and, through the kitchen window, saw the yellow school bus trundle around the corner.

‘Go!’ I yelled.

She went, snatching up her bags, flying down the passage and through the front door as I followed behind. But halfway down the garden path she turned. Ran back. Threw her arms around me.

‘Bye, Mummy.’

‘Bye.’

I hugged her hard. Kissed the top of her dark head furiously to remind her how much I loved her. Then I turned her around by her shoulders, gave her a little push, and off she flew.

I stood at the door, shading my eyes against the low morning sun, watching as she boarded the bus. I saw her glance nervously over her shoulder as a couple of the older girls in short skirts bounded noisily up behind her. This morning they smiled as she turned, so she smiled back, then glanced quickly at me, to see if I’d noticed she’d been included. I held my smile, a lump in my throat.

‘Four o’clock,’ she mouthed, and I nodded. And not a moment later, she meant. Not a moment later.

The bus purred off and I stayed in the doorway, leaning on the frame and glancing up and down the quiet, tree-lined London street. The Victorian villas were more or less identical, give or take the window-box planting or the variety of white geraniums artfully arranged around the front doors, and the sun, at this time in the morning, lit up our side of the street like a film set. Periodically, doors would open and spew out their occupants: schoolchildren followed by harassed mothers raking combs through their hair, jingling keys down to four-wheel-drives at the kerb, yelling enquiries to their offspring about violins and book-bags; fathers, less crumpled – dapper even – in their dark suits, firmly shutting garden gates behind them (something the mothers never did) and forgetting, in that instant as it clanged behind them, the food-encrusted high chairs and spilled Rice Krispies packets within, focusing only on the day ahead and the ebb and flow of the money markets as they headed purposefully for the City. Men who looked a whole lot like David, I reflected as I stood there, pleased, for once, to have a man who fitted in. Who conformed. Unlike Adam.

David was a GP, with salubrious premises in Sloane Street, which – if he’d caught his bus – he was doubtless striding towards even now. Off to heal the monied sick, off to the oak-panelled surgery where his late uncle, Hugh, Gertrude’s husband, had practised before him, and Hugh’s father before that; to the spacious second-floor consulting rooms which, lofty and sunlit, were flanked on either side by Gucci and Armani, ensuring, as I always quipped to David, that his patients arrived truly well heeled. But, as David always rather caustically quipped back, money couldn’t cushion everything, and bum boils were bum boils no matter whose arse they were on. Neither the sheen on his mahogany desk nor the warmth of his Persian carpet, he maintained, could glamorize the lancing of them, however tasteful the underwear that had been dropped to reveal them.

So Belgravia was his given patch; and whilst it might be more uplifting, soul-wise, to serve the poor, to be shoving his way through a jam-packed, bug-ridden waiting room full of terminal coughers to get to his broom cupboard of a surgery in Peckham, people were still taken ill in his part of the world, and he was no less conscientious or hardworking than his colleagues on the other side of the city. Yes, he had chi-chi premises, but he still did everything in his power to save his patients from undue pain. And it was here, near to his Sloane Street surgery, that he’d saved me, too. In so many ways.

The first thing I’d noticed about David had been his eyes, huge with horror as he came towards me at a run, arms outstretched, ready to push me away.

‘Look out!’ he cried as a sheet of plate glass, the one in the window of Boots the Chemist, had been about to receive a mighty blow from a parcel of bricks swinging precariously from a rope as they were incompetently raised by distracted workmen to scaffolding on the roof above. As the bricks hovered, swayed, and then lurched perilously close to the window, David simultaneously launched himself at me and Flora – just as the glass smashed to smithereens. As we were flung across the pavement with David prone on top of us, he looked up and let loose a stream of abuse at the workmen, the first and last time I ever heard him swear.

Thankfully the glass had fallen pretty much vertically and hadn’t injured us, but David wasn’t satisfied. As he picked himself up from the pavement and helped us to our feet, he took one look at the two tremulous females before him – who for various reasons hadn’t been in the best of health even before the glass had shattered – and insisted we accompany him back to his surgery so he could check us over. I protested, but he was adamant.

‘I promise you,’ he said, ‘you’re as white as a sheet.’ ‘No, really, I’m fine.’ ‘Then you won’t mind if I take your pulse?’ ‘No … but I think – oh God …’ I put a hesitant hand to my forehead.

‘You might be about to pass out?’

I nodded and, as I crumpled, he helped me to sit in an un dignified heap on the kerb again, this time with my head between my knees in the gutter.

He squatted beside me, one hand on my back, and made me stay like that for a good few minutes whilst making reassuring noises and reminding me to breathe. Flora, meanwhile, scratched her leg awkwardly and went very pink. An interested flow of people were rubber-necking past, and even as the nausea swelled within me I knew she was thinking: Oh, please God, please God don’t let there be anyone from my school.

After that little bit of street theatre I didn’t really have a leg to stand on – literally or figuratively – so, with Flora trailing behind us, David helped me around the corner to his rooms on Sloane Street. They were through an arch-way, off the main road, and above a shady courtyard, and shaken as I was, I do remember thinking that the little Italianate piazza complete with fountain and exotic palm plants we skirted around before going up the stone entrance steps and through the heavy oak door was all pretty damned swanky. Once inside, in the hushed, marble hall, David nodded to the uniformed concierge before shepherding us into an old-fashioned lift which concertinaed shut behind us like a gilded cage. We purred up in silence. On the second floor, the smooth blonde receptionist instantly abandoned Nigel Dempster and was all tea and sympathy at the sight of us, which Flora and I – completely overwhelmed now by the opulence of our surroundings – meekly lapped up. As we trooped into David’s consulting room, the deep shine of the furniture, the pall of antiquity on the oils hanging from the panelling and the chesterfield sofa I was invited to sit upon all further contrived to render us mute and helpless. My daughter and I recognize social superiority when we see it.

David shone a torch in my eyes, and then carefully looked at my face.

‘I’m checking for minuscule shards of glass …’ he murmured, really very close up now, peering disconcertingly around. I could feel my cheeks reddening.


‘But actually … you look … perfect.’

I flushed to my roots at this and, for a split second, he caught my eye. And that’s where it all began, I think. In the eyes.

He cleared his throat and moved swiftly across to examine Flora, who was perched on an identical sofa on the opposite side of the room. This not only gave me an opportunity to breathe, but also to look at him.

God, he was handsome. Crouched as he was at my daughter’s feet in his immaculate charcoal-grey suit – oblivious of the fact that he might be kneeing his trousers on the oriental carpet – he made an attractive spectacle. His hair was fair and soft and swept back in a rather up-market way, and his narrow intelligent face, lightly tanned from a recent holiday, was concentrated into a look of deep concern. Flora sat before him, quiet as a mouse.

‘You both look fine,’ he declared suddenly, springing athletically to his feet. He snapped the torch back into a nifty little leather holster and went to perch on the edge of his desk, arms folded, elegant long legs stretched out before him, crossed at the ankles. He regarded us kindly. ‘Though a little shaky. But if I were a betting man, I’d put your pallor down to exhaustion rather than the shock of that plate-glass window shattering. When did the pair of you last eat?’

I cleared my throat and tentatively admitted that we’d missed breakfast. Oh yes, and lunch too, on account of Flora being unable to face a thing with her appalling tummy cramps and me being too tired to contemplate food having been up all night trying to write. He frowned.

‘I see. And you thought, having been up all night, that a little shopping spree in Knightsbridge might revive you?’


I smiled at his irony and gave him some of mine. ‘Flora had set her heart on a pair of trousers. A crucial, must-have combat style that can’t be found locally. Without them, her life would not be complete. It had to be Knightsbridge.’ I wasn’t to know he wasn’t a parent and that this would be lost on him.

He looked perplexed and said that he thought a decent breakfast a bit more important than a pair of trousers, and that since he’d been on his way to lunch when he’d literally bumped into us, why didn’t we accompany him to Starbucks for coffee and sandwiches?

All of which, naturally, was above and beyond your average GP’s call of duty, but as he explained to me later – much later, in bed in Fulham – behind the shock and fragility I was exhibiting that day he’d glimpsed something else. Something that made me an A1 example of the sort of woman – pale, gamine, ethereal and with long dark tresses – that he wasn’t aware that he liked. And, whilst he didn’t normally succumb to fey charms of this kind, he was suitably intrigued, not just to check me out for scratches, but to follow up the consultation with sustenance.

The hot chocolate and egg mayonnaise rolls in the window of the sunny café went down a treat and Flora and I guzzled greedily as dust motes gathered in shafts of light around us. Afterwards, equilibrium restored and swivelling restlessly on her high bar stool, my daughter announced that she was going down to Gap to secure the trousers. Promising to be no longer than twenty minutes, she disappeared, leaving the stage free for David to use those twenty minutes – impulsively I now realize, with the convenience of hindsight – to extract from me a promise to be allowed to restore my blood sugar levels further at a restaurant of his choice the following evening.

That next night, after dinner, he’d taken me to bed. To my bed, in Fulham, becoming the only man to occupy the slot on the left-hand side of the Heal’s summer sale bargain since my ex-husband Adam had vacated it. All of which totally disproved a long-held theory of mine, which went that if I ever did meet someone I liked enough for that to happen, I’d let him dangle for months for fear of making the same mistake again. Yet after our very first date – only thirty-six hours after our very first encounter in fact – there he was beside me, and I knew it was no mistake. Sexual desire had been obvious – it had been clear and sudden for both of us, minutes after meeting – but as he’d taken my elbow outside the Italian restaurant that night and manoeuvred me across the rain-soaked street to a taxi, threading his way expertly through the traffic, I’d been surprised to find myself, not only with all nerve endings tingling, but also precipitously in love with a man I hardly knew. Happily, he’d known it too, and a year later – almost to the day – here we were, on the brink of a wedding and a future together.

David moved into my tiny, bijou Fulham house, full of folk art and scatter cushions and twee clutter and rickety pine furniture, and left behind his spacious, minimalist, double O seven flat in Islington. It made sense, practicably, Islington being too far for Flora to travel to school; but nevertheless, in my eyes, it was another expression of his love. The plan was to marry in the autumn, to sell both the properties and to buy in leafy Hurlingham, where, David predicted, the garden would soon play host to a pram, a paddling pool and, later, a tricycle or two.


All of which, frankly, made me want to pinch myself. In fact, as I confided to my sister Clare a few weeks after the Sloane Street incident and the Italian dinner, and with David safely installed in my tiny Fulham house, it almost made me want to believe there was Someone Up There rooting for me after all. We were in her kitchen at the time, picking at a carrot cake she’d ostensibly made for the children.

‘I mean honestly, Clare, considering.’ ‘Considering what?’ she’d retorted, spraying crumbs everywhere.

‘Well, considering there’ve been times over the last couple of years when I’d begun to wonder if my continued existence on this earth was to anyone’s advantage – let alone my own – to find myself feeling like a contender for the happiest girl in the world is surely little short of miraculous, isn’t it?’

Clare had made her famous face: mouth turned down at the sides, neck muscles taut, head bobbing dubiously from side to side. But in the end she’d conceded that actually, given my provenance, it probably was. She snapped the lid smartly on the cake tin. Little short of miraculous.
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Chapter Two

It was to Clare’s that I went now, having seen David and Flora off to work and school respectively, and having thrown the cereal bowls and spoons in the dishwasher. Admittedly I hadn’t made it upstairs to turn lights off, open curtains or flush loos, but there was plenty of time for all that later, I decided as I hurried round to my sister’s to share my news.

Clare lived three streets away from me, in a much taller, more elegant, cream townhouse – three storeys and a basement with a leafy walled garden – and where she’d been a lot longer. When I’d finally left Adam I’d flown geographically to her side, buying a place literally round the corner, unashamedly clinging to the small but strong residue of family I had in her: my big sister, my rock, who, from the moment she’d set eyes on Adam all those years ago, had folded her arms and declared, ‘He’s a shit of the first order, Annabel. Have nothing to do with him.’

Well, naturally I’d had everything to do with him and she’d had to moderate her tone.

‘Well, no, OK,’ she’d conceded warily, seeing me starry-eyed and with a heart-shaped locket containing his photo around my neck, for heaven’s sake. ‘He’s not a complete shit, and gorgeous, I grant you, but a boy, Annie, who looks and behaves like a red setter puppy. He’ll need regular meals and exercise, but the moment your back’s turned, he’ll go for a walk with anyone who jangles a lead.’

And I’d been proud to prove her wrong. I’d been proud to go out with him for three, glorious, monogamous years, and have him propose to me on a Hawaiian beach, and get married there, barefoot and with flowers in my hair, three days later. I’d returned home the proud owner of a dashing up-and-coming-actor husband, a dear little ring set with tiny seed pearls, a rented flat in Chiswick and a Peter Jones charge card. I also had a baby on the way, and all this before my sister – four years older than me, mind – had even got off the starting blocks.

Yet, as ever, her foresight had proved to be horribly accurate. He’d wavered when I was big with child, cast sheep’s eyes at waitresses in my ninth month, and flirted outrageously with the assistant in Mothercare as we bought the changing mat. He’d baulked at the breastfeeding and, having read an article which informed him he might be feeling excluded, instantly sought solace in candlelit restaurants with various supportive supporting actresses. He absented himself regularly on theatre tours during Flora’s toddlerhood, and finally flitted off to Lyons on her first day at school with a nubile cycling enthusiast called Sandra, who was keen to introduce him to the joys of the Tour de France. He returned a week later – breezing brazenly through the back door and flicking on the kettle as if he’d just been to the paper shop – and confided to me in breathless tones that during the race competitors didn’t stop to urinate, but peed in their spray-on shorts to avoid losing valuable seconds. Which pretty much summed him up, Clare and I decided later: can’t stop now, late already, might be a pretty girl around the corner, better pee my pants just in case.

So what had attracted me to this man in the first place, you might wonder? Well, apart from fabulous dark good looks, Romany gypsy curls, and charm that would have the birds dive-bombing from the trees, there was also his strong gravitational pull. As if anything worth happening was happening around him. Charisma, I believe it’s called, and to a nineteen-year-old farmer’s daughter from Devon whose idea of a wild night out was a few drinks in the local with a group of friends I’d known all my life, his brand of London-based, theatre-world charisma was pretty irresistible.

Adam had originally arrived in our West Country market town in a production of The Tempest. He’d blown me away with his Ferdinand, his smouldering brown eyes, his declaiming speeches, his strutting on and off stage and his terribly tight doublet and hose. ‘O brave new world,’ I’d boggled with Miranda, ‘that has such people in it.’ After the performance I’d left my seat in a daze, hands sore from applauding, determined to go backstage to see him.

‘You’re going backstage?’ Clare and my best friend Rosie had exclaimed, regarding me in horror. ‘This isn’t Drury Lane, you know. It’s only a rep production in Tavistock, for God’s sake. He’ll think you’re barking!’

Barking or not, I went, and they waited for me in the car, appalled at my lack of restraint, and giggling behind their hands as they watched me approach the stage door. But they hadn’t accounted for Adam’s ego, which was as big as the Ritz. He’d been neither derisive nor embarrassed by my stammering compliments, but merely taken them as his due as the next Olivier. I seem to remember him flushing initially with pleasure, then adjusting his tights and inviting me into the tiny dressing room. It was jam-packed with other actors, but he introduced me to them all in a grand sweeping gesture, then without further ado, backed me into a corner, and flashed a look of unequivocal desire at me. As I basked in it, feeling his eyes literally frazzling my eyelashes, he’d swiftly followed through with a murmured invitation in my ear to join him for dinner that evening.

‘But you don’t know him!’ Clare had gawped at me as she hurriedly wound down the fugged-up driver’s window when I’d belted back to the car park to report. ‘He could be anyone!’

‘But he’s not anyone, we know that. He’s a brilliant young actor on his way to the top and –’

‘Did he tell you that?’ she demanded. ‘Well, yes. And anyway, we’re only going round the corner to La Cassata,’ I added casually.

‘La Cassata!’ they shrieked in unison. Rosie’s eyes over Clare’s shoulder were huge and I could tell she was impressed. It was the only restaurant in town that had tablecloths.

‘What’ll I say to Mum?’ hissed Clare. ‘Tell her I was invited out, but don’t tell her I picked him up,’ I added quickly. ‘Just say … Oh, say he spied me in the audience and – and sent me a note. Something like that.’

‘Give me strength.’ Clare rolled her eyes. ‘He spotted her in the stalls and their eyes met over the conductor’s baton.’ She brusquely shifted the gears in our ancient Escort and lurched off down the road. ‘You’ve seen too many films!’ she yelled back.

I had, and Adam had too, particularly the one in which the leading man wines and dines his adoring fan and then she, heady with love, gives up her place at the local technical college and trails around the country with him, sitting in cold repertory theatres smoking Gitanes in black roll-neck jumpers and helping him learn his lines. There I’d be during every performance, always in the front row, always word perfect, and then, during the day, when I wasn’t needed for prompting at rehearsals, waiting for him in some seedy bedsit, writing short stories to pass the time. One or two were taken by Woman’s Realm, which helped to pay the rent, and very occasionally I reached the dizzy heights of Woman’s Own.

I suppose, in retrospect, that that was the one productive thing to come out of our union together, besides Flora. Those early years were conducive to writing, and I spent most of my time lying on candlewick bedspreads in chilly bedrooms in seaside towns, penning my stories.

Despite my family’s horror – my mother, alone at the farm now that Dad had died, felt she’d let me drift and that Dad wouldn’t have – I truly believed, and still do believe, that Adam loved me. And Flora too. It was just that he was constitutionally unsuited for marriage. He simply couldn’t help falling in love with other women.

Our coming unstuck was a gradual process. There was the first phase in our marriage when I knew about the infidelity and was heartbroken, but loved him so much I couldn’t do anything about it. Then there was the second phase, when I confronted him, he broke down and said it would never happen again and I believed him. The next impasse we reached was when I knew it wouldn’t stop, but was still too much in love to pack my bags. Finally though – and I’m talking an embarrassing number of years here – I mustered the strength to take Flora away and live elsewhere. I put down a deposit on the little house in Fulham with some money Dad had left me, and told Adam it was for ever. He didn’t believe me, but I waited until he’d gone to rehearsals, then dragged the suitcases downstairs and, blinded by tears, sobbed my way to the car, with Flora trailing miserably behind me.

Adam visited us daily; in fact, he practically camped out in our front garden. Ostensibly he was there to see Flora, for which I was grateful, but principally it was to see me, to try to win me over and woo me back. He was honestly baffled by what he saw as a complete overreaction, and unable to understand why a few dalliances with other women had caused me to up sticks and file for divorce.

‘But, Annie, you’re my wife! You’re literally the only person in the world apart from Flora that I really love, you must know that,’ he’d cried, the decree nisi poised and awaiting his signature on my kitchen table. He was like a child standing there, wide-eyed and genuinely stricken. ‘It’s only ever been you, Annie. Don’t do this to me!’

Me doing it to him, note. But by now I’d met David. Just. And I was slightly stronger, was eating properly, and sleeping a little bit more. My defences were not quite so low. I gave a tight smile.

‘Sorry, Adam, it’s me, I know. My fault. Call me old-fashioned, but I’ve got this thing about monogamy.’


He sighed and scratched his head. Shook it incredulously.

‘Crazy. So middle class. So bourgeois, Annie, and highly irre s ponsible too, I might add. We have a daughter, in case you hadn’t noticed, an impressionable, eleven-year-old child. What sort of message do you think this sends to her, walking out on our marriage? What sort of moral guidance are you giving her here, hm? And incidentally, how many married men d’you think are out there that don’t stray occasionally? Not many, I can tell you,’ he snorted, ‘even if they may claim otherwise. At least I’m honest, for Christ’s sake. At least I don’t lie to you!’

‘I wish you did,’ I said wearily. ‘Annie, men are different,’ he explained patiently. ‘Surely you know that by now? Different hormones, different biological make-up, different needs. Staying constant to one woman for the rest of our lives, however much we love her, is terribly, terribly difficult. But I do love you, Annie, I swear it, and it’s only ever been you, despite my appalling record in the matrimonial stakes.’ He paused. Scratched his head. ‘All right if I borrow the lawnmower?’

I blinked. ‘The lawnmower?’

‘Francine’s lawn needs mowing. She’s playing Titania to my Oberon and I’m staying with her now that I’ve given up the flat. I couldn’t face being there without you and Flora’ – he shot me a bruised look – ‘so I’ve gone over to her place. I said I’d help out a bit. You know, around the house. In lieu of rent.’

‘Staying?’ I folded my arms, eyebrows raised.

‘Yes, just staying, Annie,’ he said, affronted.

‘Spare room?’


‘Well, no …’ He hesitated. ‘She hasn’t got one. But hell, it’s nothing serious.’

I smiled. ‘The lawnmower’s in the shed, Adam. Help yourself.’

And so he went. In a huff. Really offended. Firmly convinced that I was the guilty party here. How could I leave him? How could I walk out on him and render him homeless? And what was he supposed to do, for God’s sake, in his hour of need, aside from snuggle up with another human body for warmth and comfort?

And I knew, too, that a smidgen of what he’d said was true. That plenty of husbands did conduct themselves so, and none so honestly as Adam. And plenty of women accepted these marriages, right across the board: women in high-rise blocks, blankly staring at television screens awaiting the return of the father of five from the barmaid’s arms; in the leafy stockbroker belt, staring at chintzy bedroom walls whilst the company director found his shoes in his secretary’s bedroom; in classy Holland Park, pretending to read Interiors in the drawing room as the cabinet minister’s footsteps came up the path, fresh from his young researcher’s arms. And I didn’t deride those wives either, because I knew how much easier it was to accept it, as I’d accepted it too, for a time. All right, for years. Eleven. Turned a blind eye. But when Flora was old enough to know what was going on too, and would turn not blind but astonished brown eyes on me when we heard his key in the lock way past ten o’clock as we sat watching the news together; and when, on one occasion, we even heard him outside the flat whispering goodnight to someone, I knew I had to escape with a few shreds of dignity intact. For her sake.


But it was hard. Bloody hard. Because I loved him. And just as I was wondering if dignity was such a big deal, or if being with the man I loved even if he did have the morals of an alley cat was more important, David stepped in. And saved us. Just in time. He arrived, as Clare often drily said, like the Seventh Cavalry, just as I was wavering. And just as my family were wondering, holding their breath in horror, if I’d bolt back to Adam.

As I opened Clare’s black wrought-iron gate now and ducked under the magnolia tree in her front garden, I remembered her face as I’d shyly introduced her to David. Relief had flooded it. In fact, for a moment I






























































































































    [image: Everyone’s Hiding Something . . . Read on for an extract of Catherine Alliott’s page-turning new novel, Behind Closed Doors. Coming March 2021]




        
            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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