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Chapter One

        Alf regarded me with his one good eye. It was brown and troubled and beginning to look as glassy as the other one. He frowned as he tried to make sense of it all.

        ‘What – you mean he’s left you, like?’

        ‘That’s it, Alf.’

        ‘For good? Scarpered?’

        ‘So it appears.’

        He struggled with this conundrum. ‘And – and so what, ain’t he never coming back then?’

        I caught my breath at the brutality of my husband’s plan laid bare, swallowed hard. ‘No, Alf, apparently not. Total desertion does indeed seem to be his overall game plan.’ I raised my chin and somehow cranked up a smile.

        Alf continued to look mystified. He scratched his grizzled old head, and then the penny – slow to drop at the best of times – began its gradual descent. It finally fell with a deafening clunk.

        ‘Well, bugger me,’ he gaped, stunned.

        I licked my lips. ‘Quite.’

        Leaving him to his open-mouthed astonishment, I turned briskly to my other two builders, who, thus far, had been silent throughout this gnomic exchange, though more, I suspected, from pity and embarrassment than lack of comprehension.

        Alf’s brother, Mac, the foreman, the boss-man, and the brains of the team, was watching me closely, his blue eyes assessing this dramatic shift in situation, whilst Spiro, the emotional young Greek in my incongruous masonry trio, was having trouble keeping his jaw from wobbling. His black, mournful moustache drooped low and his dark eyes were filling ominously, but then, if you told Spiro it looked like rain he tended to reach for his hanky.

        ‘He leave you?’ he spluttered incredulously. ‘Your husband leave you? Alone, here, with a young child and a dreadful falling-down house and bad drains and rats and peeling walls and –’ his eyes grew wide as he regarded me with horror – ‘looking so terrible?’

        ‘The house, I hope, not me, Spiro,’ I quipped nervously.

        He frowned. ‘Ti?’

        ‘Um, no, never mind. Yes, well, of course, you’re right, the house is in a terrible state but then we’re bang in the middle of rewiring and replumbing, aren’t we?’ I said brightly. ‘We’re stripping it all back, Spiro, laying it bare, getting back to the bones. It’s bound to look worse before it looks better, but once it’s gutted –’

        ‘You’re gutted!’ he roared. ‘I’m gutted! I cannot believe what sort of a man do this to you! What sort of – of an animal!’ With that he snatched his tea-cosy hat from his head and, with a great wail, buried his face in it. I had a sudden urge to snatch it from him and do exactly the same. Instead I patted his shoulder.

        ‘Come on now, Spiro,’ I muttered. ‘You’re sweet but, well, it’s not as bad as all that. It’s going to be fine, honestly.’ I waited while he composed himself, blowing his nose violently into his hat and then plonking it back on his head at an unusual angle. His dark eyes blazed.

        ‘All men are bastards,’ he informed me unequivocally, shaking his finger furiously. ‘All men.’

        Well, I wasn’t going to argue with that. In fact I rather approved of his fixed-bayonet relish. Perhaps we could both pull on our snotty hats and go and kill the bastards together. Spiro’s blood was certainly fiery, and when it was up, it was hot.

        Mac, meanwhile, was clearing his throat ostentatiously. He spat dexterously on to the concrete beside him.

        ‘So you’ll be giving all this up then, will you, luv?’

        I straightened up to my working foreman, ever the pragmatist, ever the one to get straight to the point, and met his bright blue eyes defiantly. He wasn’t much bigger than me, fiftyish, tiny, spry and, unlike his bear-like brother, Alf, very switched on, very sharp.

        ‘How d’you mean, Mac?’

        ‘Well, now that it’s all gone pear-shaped you’re not gonna want to carry on, are you? You’re not gonna want to cope wiv all this malarkey just for yourself and Claudes, are you?’

        He jerked his head dismissively at the building site around us: the excuse for the kitchen where we were standing, with its open rafters covered by a flapping blue tarpaulin; the soggy concrete at our feet; the rotten sash windows with their broken cords; the sixties-style Formica units – half of which had been ripped from the walls, the rest still clinging on tenaciously – and finally, the huge gaping hole in the back wall, to which Spiro, on hearing that Greece had been knocked out of the World Cup, had accidentally taken a sledgehammer, and then been so mortified none of us had had the heart to berate him. Yes, this ‘malarkey’ that was my home.

        I cleared my throat. ‘Actually, Mac, that’s exactly why I’ve asked you all to take a break and down tools for a minute. You see, the thing is, I fully intend to go on.’ I drew myself up to my full five foot three and tucked my short dark hair meticulously behind my ears, struggling to look braver than I felt. ‘Fully intend. The mere fact that my husband has seen fit to abscond is neither here nor there, because as far as I’m concerned, we’re going on as planned. We’re going to finish the kitchen, get all these units out, replaster the walls, put the new cupboards in, get the wooden floor laid, replace all the rotten windows and then, when we’ve finished that, we’re going to start on the upstairs, OK?’

        ‘She so brave,’ whispered Spiro in a choked voice, woolly hat back to mouth. I couldn’t look at him. I raised my chin, suddenly feeling a bit Churchillian.

        ‘Give up?’ I warbled. ‘Good heavens, no. I took on this tip of a house with the sole intention of restoring it to its former glory, and that’s still very much the plan, very much my dream.’ Crikey, I was Martin Luther King now, but there was no stopping me. ‘And I’m not going to skimp either,’ I warned, swelling my oratory to a preacherly roundness. ‘I don’t want you to rush things and cut corners just to get it finished any old how so I can flog it, because I’m not going to flog it! I’m going to live in it, and I’m going to live in it for a very long time, and – and if I feel like having Rococo in the bathroom or … or – I don’t know …’ I cast about wildly, ‘gilding in the guest room, or gazebos in the garden, I’ll jolly well have it. As far as I’m concerned this is still a forever house and I want it done
            properly. I want to match up the old panelling, do the picture rails, the dados, and doodahs, and whatnots, the whole blinking shooting match. The master bedroom needs a complete makeover, a total rethink –’ I broke off as, to my horror, my voice wobbled at the mention of this.

        Around me, there was a bit of embarrassed scuffing of toes in the dirt and faces turned to the floor. A moment later I’d regained my composure. I swallowed hard.

        ‘Listen, boys, I’ll level with you,’ I said quietly. ‘I wanted to put you in the picture because I know there’s been talk –’ I eyed Mac beadily here – ‘and I know you’ve all been wondering where the hell “the guv’nor” is. Well, frankly, I’m fresh out of ideas. I’m right out of management buyout courses he might be on, or corporate finance lectures he might be attending, or – or weekend golf tournaments that seem to go on all week, and squash matches and – oh God, I’m just sick to the back teeth of having to lie. Constantly. To you, to my friends, to everyone at Claudia’s school. In fact if you must know, I feel like renting a ruddy great billboard and pitching it outside the front gate with – “MY HUSBAND’S LEFT ME, OK?” plastered all over it.’

        There was a short and sympathetic silence. Then Mac spat in his dirty hand and, ever the gentleman, wiped it on his trousers. I had a nasty feeling that hand was coming my way for a warm, supportive shake so I braced myself, had mine at the ready. He stuffed it in his pocket.

        ‘What about the moolah then, luv?’

        I blinked. ‘Sorry?’

        ‘The dough, the money.’

        ‘I’m not with you, Mac.’

        ‘Well, I hate to seem heartless, but this place is costing you an arm and a leg, and if he’s done a runner and we’re gonna go on wiv the work as planned, we need to be clear that at the end of the day, we’re gonna get paid. That everyfing’s sorted.’ He raised his eyebrows and gave me a wry, quizzical smile. ‘Know what I mean?’

        ‘I know exactly what you mean, Mac,’ I said smoothly, ‘and I understand your concerns, but believe me, you’ve got no worries on that score. My husband might have seen fit to remove himself physically, but financially, I’m OK. Huge and guilty contributions are still being paid regularly into the Privy Purse – which no doubt assuages his conscience – so money is not a problem. You will be paid.’

        ‘At the end of ev—’

        ‘At the end of every working week.’

        ‘In the usual –’

        ‘In the usual, mutually acceptable manner of folding readies in a big brown envelope – yes, Mac, business as usual.’

        Mac pursed his lips thoughtfully. Then he smiled. It was a slow illumination. He turned to his workforce.

        ‘I suppose we’ll have to say that that’s all right then, won’t we, boys?’ He raised his eyes to his towering older brother, who, whilst higher up in the vertical scale, was lower down the evolutionary one, where thought processes were slow.

        ‘You mean,’ he said at last, glass eye flashing in bewilderment, ‘you mean we’re not gonna get paid, like?’

        ‘No, you dozy prat, we are gonna get paid, that’s what she’s just bin saying!’

        ‘Has she? Oh. Oh well, yeah. Yeah, that’s all right then.’ He scratched his head, still mystified.

        Mac nodded. ‘Zorba?’

        ‘I would work for you for nothing,’ hissed the young Greek passionately. ‘I consider it an insult to be asked. On my honour I would feenish the job with my dying breath. I curse the Meester McFarllen who has done this to you. I speet on his mother’s grave and his grandmother’s grave and then I speet –’ he demonstrated with a flash of saliva to concrete – ‘on his crotch. May it be sore and blistered, may his piles hang like grapes, may his backside gush like a donkey’s, may –’

        ‘Oh, thank you, Spiro,’ I broke in breathlessly. ‘That’s so – so supportive of you! So spirited!’ Heavens, if I didn’t cut him off in mid curse he’d be impaling himself on his plumbing rods next, kamikaze style.

        He seized my arm and brought his face very close to mine. ‘I want you to know that I will toil sweat and blood for you, Meesis McFarllen. But him –’ he curled his lip scornfully and I tried not to flinch as I felt his whiskers – ‘pericolor testatosis!’ he finished emphatically.

        ‘Well, quite,’ I murmured, backing away. ‘Um, thank you, Spiro.’

        As I surreptitiously wiped some spittle from my face I wondered what the devil that was all about. I was pretty sure the ‘testatosis’ bit wasn’t particularly polite, though. Young Spiro had his fair share of earthy directness and only the other day he offered to show me his little stiffy. I hadn’t liked the sound of it at all but, being too polite to say no, was just preparing to faint nonchalantly, when I realised he was reaching into his jeans pocket for a crumpled photograph. Stiffy, it transpired, short for Stiffano, was his baby son; six months old, almond-eyed and adorable – or at least I thought so, so relieved was I to see him. I sighed. Actually, I couldn’t help thinking a bit more honour and crotch speeting wouldn’t go amiss amongst the jobsworthy Englishmen.

        ‘We’ll get on wiv it then, shall we, luv?’ said Mac kindly, as if reading my mind. ‘Get back to work, like?’

        ‘Please, Mac.’ I smiled gratefully, but I also knew that this was my cue to leave. Now that the delicate little matter of the money had been ‘sorted’, the interview was over as far as Mac was concerned. No worries, just so long as they all got paid.

        As I left them to it and moved on through to the hall, I couldn’t resist turning back for a moment, watching them unobserved. ‘Getting on wiv it’ in Mac’s book merely meant that the morning’s work was over and that the lunch ritual was about to begin. At five past twelve it wasn’t worth picking up tools again, and anyway, the table had to be laid. To this end, Alf was lumbering across the concrete floor in search of a milk crate for them to gather round, and various boxes to sit on. He carried this furniture back heavily, seeming always to veer slightly to the left pursued by the rest of his body, then set it all decoratively in the middle of the room, his mouth taut with concentration.

        Mac, meanwhile, pale, sinewy, and dressed for this sweltering weather in a vest and navy-blue shorts, his marble-white legs hairless, and looking nothing like the powerhouse he really was, was attending to the more domestic side of things. Bending down to gather filthy mugs from the floor, he reached also for the broken Pils can that served as the sugar bowl and plonked in a couple of sugar-encrusted spoons. Then he swilled the milk around in its cheesy carton, before plugging in the kettle and preparing to be ‘Mum’.

        Only Spiro, I observed gratefully – who was only in this country in order to earn himself enough money to return to his remote Ionian island, build himself a house, install his young family and set himself up as the local master builder – was still bristling with righteous indignation. Standing alone and ramrod straight, he flicked out a Rothmans, lit up, and puffed away furiously, too distracted to eat or drink.

        Alf and Mac, of course, had no such qualms. They lowered their backsides slowly to their wooden boxes, Alf gave a great ceremonial belch in lieu of grace, and then they were off, tucking into their usual fishpaste sandwiches and PG Tips with relish. To be fair, in between mouthfuls, there was a degree of deliberation on the downfall of my marriage, and even some pondering on man’s inhumanity to woman.

        ‘Bastard.’

        ‘Yeah.’

        ‘’S not on.’

        ‘’S right.’

        ‘Not wiv a kiddie.’

        ‘Nah.’

        ‘Pot Noodle?’

        ‘Yeah, go on then.’

        Oh no, they weren’t completely heartless.

        I took one last look at the happy domestic scene unfolding under the flapping blue tarpaulin, which, crackling in the sunshine, cast a light like some subterranean swimming pool, then turned and went on through to the hall.

        ‘Mind you,’ Alf’s muffled tones stopped me again, ‘’s not gonna be easy for her, is it? I mean – how old d’you reckon she is?’

        I didn’t hear the entirety of Mac’s response, but enough to suggest that had I been a chicken, it certainly wouldn’t be springtime. Clenching my fists and swallowing hard I passed by the front door, stopped at the loo, opened the door, and pausing only to take the briefest of glances at my bloodless reflection in the mirror, turned to the lavatory pan and threw up.
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Chapter Two

        I’d been testing some Crown Matchpots in the front hall when Johnny had announced his intentions.

        There I was, behind the front door, painting away merrily above the skirting boards, when I heard the garden gate go, heard his familiar footsteps up the gravel path. Knowing instinctively that hot foot from his evening commute, from the human lasagne of the City trains, he’d be tired, bad-tempered and in need of a drink, I knew better than to smile brightly and enquire, ‘Good day, darling?’ to which he’d probably snap irritably, ‘Tedious, thank you,’ and instead, sat back on my heels and arranged my expression into one of amused contemplation. As his head came round the door, I looked up with a wry smile.

        ‘You know, anyone would think they aim these paints at the dirty-mac brigade,’ I said, holding up my two little pots. ‘You have a choice here, my darling,’ I waggled them at him, ‘Beaver or Muff!’

        I grinned, enjoying my little joke and waiting for him to laugh, but as he stared back I noticed his face was very pale, his lips tight.

        ‘I don’t care what colour you paint the sodding hall,’ he muttered. ‘I’m leaving.’

        And so saying, he pushed past me and on up the stairs, at which point I do recall that I at least managed to say – in a voice fully intended to travel – ‘Beaver it is then!’ Knowing full well he’d prefer Muff.

        Yes, that was how my husband left me. Those were the very special words with which he chose to end our marriage. I remember sitting there with my paintbrush in my hand thinking – in a shocked and stunned sort of way – that you had to hand it to Johnny. Not for him the usual garbage departing husbands give about needing to find themselves and having room to breathe, blah, blah, blah. No, his was very much in the Rhett Butler school of departure, because frankly, my dear – I paused. Except that, no, that wasn’t true either. Up until recently he had given a damn. Up until five months ago to be precise, and for the last five months I’d certainly seen this coming but, in the same way as one sees the articulated lorry hurtling round the corner, it’s still quite a shock when it hits you.

        Functioning on automatic I dipped my brush conscientiously into the turps to stop it drying out, then rested my head back against the wall and shut my eyes tight. Squeezed the life out of them, in fact. For a while there I couldn’t move, but I knew I had to, because, after all, he was only upstairs packing a suitcase, and in a few minutes’ time he’d be pounding downstairs again before exiting through the front door, and I surely didn’t want to be the stepped-over wife, as well as the passed-over one, did I?

        Somehow I eased myself up and stumbled blindly towards our tiny makeshift kitchen. Originally I think it had been the old scullery, but now it just housed an ancient Baby Belling stove, a small sink I’d found in a junk yard and a mini fridge, a temporary arrangement all cobbled together any old how because, after all, we were only using it until our splendid new kitchen was finished. In the middle was a small pine table. I sat down shakily, resting my elbows and clasping my hands together, almost in an attitude of prayer. I listened. Upstairs, drawers were shooting in and out with a vengeance, coat hangers were clanking and the wardrobe slammed shut – wham bang – all sounds of a speedy exit. As I reached for a cigarette I noticed my hand was shaking. I shut my eyes again, and his pale, tight-lipped face swam to mind. Chin jutting out, that hard, impenetrable look in his eye – now where had I seen that look
            recently …?

        Well, it was just a few Sundays ago, actually, at a tense, silent, lunch in this very room, the majority of which Johnny had spent behind a propped-up newspaper, the only evidence of his continued existence on the planet being the disappearance of French bread and Stilton behind the broadsheet. Claudia and I had sat in silence too, gazing bleakly at the back of The Times, until Claudia could bear it no longer and, pausing only to shoot me a swift what-the-hell’s-up-with-Daddy look, had slipped from the room and gone upstairs to play on her computer. I’d done quite a bit of ostentatious sighing, and then in my usual, martyred fashion, got up to clear the plates. There I’d been, elbow-deep in suds at the sink, when I’d turned for a moment to scrape some rubbish in the bin, and as I’d done so, I’d seen his face. He’d left the table and was standing at the window, staring out at the
            rain-soaked lawn, in the middle of which sat a huge pile of rubble from our gutted house. As I’d watched, he’d raised his eyes to heaven and mouthed ‘Jesus Christ’.

        I’d turned back quickly so he didn’t know I’d seen, but I went very cold. You see, I’d known what he was thinking: Jesus Christ, is this all there is? After a few moments I dropped the greasy plate back in the water and turned, smiling, wet hands on hips.

        ‘Oh, by the way,’ I said brightly, ‘I saw something in the back of The Times last week, in the classified ads section. There was this thing about a hot-air ballooning weekend in Normandy and I thought – well, why not? You’ve always wanted to do it and it sounds quite fun, so why don’t we go for your birthday? What d’you think?’

        Johnny had turned slowly from the splattered windowpane, raised one partially interested eyebrow and said, ‘Where?’

        ‘Here.’

        Quickly wiping my hands on a tea towel I’d scurried to get the paper from a drawer, spreading it out hastily, knowing exactly which page it was on and which column to find, because I’d saved it for just such an occasion. I’d pointed, then stood back to let him read the ad, hardly daring to breathe as I’d watched his face get gradually brighter. It was a slow transformation, but by the time he’d got to the end, he’d been almost excited.

        ‘D’you know, this isn’t such a bad idea, Livvy. We could get the ferry across and maybe ask Marcus and Jane if they want to join us.’

        ‘Exactly. That’s what I thought.’ I’d stepped forward tentatively.

        ‘And we could all go in one car – pointless taking two – and take the Michelin too, do a sort of gastronomic tour of the local hostelries. It’s all cream and Calvados country round there – we’d be spoilt for choice!’

        ‘Precisely. All those cheeky cheeses –’

        ‘Plenty of vin rouge –’

        ‘Hoovering up the escargots –’

        ‘And we could leave Claudia behind with your mother.’

        I paused. ‘Yup.’ We could. We always left Claudia behind with my mother.

        ‘In fact the weekend after next is a bank holiday so, hang on …’ he’d gone to the calendar on the door, ‘if I took the Friday off …’

        I’d joined him as he’d flipped the pages over. ‘And we came back on the Monday night …’

        ‘We’d still be back in time for the Palmers’ drinks party on the Tuesday! Good idea, Livvy.’ He always called me Livvy rather than Olivia. ‘I’ll go and ring Marcus, see if he’s up for it. Bound to be, mad bastard!’

        Oh, bound to be. And off he’d scurried to the phone, full of beans, full of plans, equilibrium restored. And I’d shut the paper slowly, put it back in the drawer, pushed it in softly. Right. So. Suddenly, we were off to France for four days. We couldn’t afford it; I’d miss Claudia; Mac and the builders needed constant supervision in this wreck of a house; and I wouldn’t get the runner beans in either, but no matter – the crisis had been averted. I remember turning to watch him through the kitchen door as he’d spoken on the phone to Marcus, his face a picture now, all animation and smiles, like a small boy cajoled out of a sulk by a trip to the zoo.

        In case you think I’m the kind of girl who’d rather get the runner beans in than embark on a gastronomic tour of Normandy, I’d like to make it clear that I’m not. It was simply that Normandy was the latest in a long line of exotic treats designed to take Johnny’s mind off life. Oh, I conjured them up almost weekly. I’d only have to turn from the television to make a remark and find that he was watching me, staring at me intently – and not in a way that suggested he was mesmerised by my beauty – and I was nervously reaching for the phone. Somehow, in a matter of minutes, I’d have the last few Eric Clapton tickets to be had at the Albert Hall, some front row seats at Brands Hatch, a few impossible-to-come-by Twickenham tickets – heavens, at this rate we’d be holidaying at Sandringham soon. I felt like a door-to-door salesman unpacking my sample bag – here, how about
            this, or this? – but whilst Johnny smiled and nodded and accepted my wares, I knew that one day I’d empty it all out on the doorstep and he wouldn’t want anything. No, I don’t want that, or that, or that – not today, thank you.

        Well, I thought wryly, dragging my cigarette down to my Docksides as I sat at the tiny kitchen table, that day had come.

        I stubbed the butt out in an old saucer and cocked an ear above. It was quieter upstairs now, but I could tell he’d moved to the bathroom and was rummaging around in the cabinet, getting his shaving things together, his toothbrush. I fumbled for my cigarette packet and immediately lit another, blowing the smoke out in a long straight line to the fridge. I stared. On it was an ancient photograph of me and Johnny. It was one Claudia had found at the bottom of a drawer, pounced on in delight, and screaming with laughter at our impossible eighties clothes and hairstyles, had stuck up with a magnet. I narrowed my eyes at it now. I was about, ooh, seventeen, I suppose, and in someone’s garden, Johnny’s perhaps. There I was, small, skinny, awkward-looking, with wide-apart grey eyes and a slightly too large nose – gamine, my mother would say, or even Audrey Hepburn, at which I’d guffaw. And there
            was Johnny beside me, who to my mind hadn’t changed. Tall, broad-shouldered, laughing merrily, those bright blue eyes staring frankly and challengingly at the camera, and a flop of blond hair falling permanently in his eyes, as it still did. In the background I could see Imogen and Molly, and maybe even Peter too so – yes … it must have been about seventeen years ago. Half my life, when I’d first met Johnny.

        I’d been with the witches at the time, of course. Everything I did in those days was with the witches and, to a large extent, still is. ‘The witches’ was Johnny’s name for the three of us, Molly, Imogen and me. ‘Full of bubble, but an awful lot of toil and trouble!’ he’d hiss, stirring an imaginary cauldron, and we’d giggle like mad over that, secretly delighted that three such hard-working, sheltered, inseparable convent girls, who’d never been in a scrape in their lives, could be regarded as ‘trouble’. Mad, bad and dangerous we certainly weren’t, but it was a nice idea.

        It was Molly who saw him first, at the fair on the village green that Saturday night, believe it or not, the first Saturday night I was ever allowed out on my own.

        ‘You get nasty rough types at a fair,’ my mother had sniffed, scrubbing away at our tiny Formica kitchen. ‘Gippoes and all sorts, but then again, that’s probably why you want to go.’

        ‘No,’ I said patiently, ‘I just want to have some fun with the girls.’

        ‘Well, you wouldn’t catch Lady Diana going to a fair at your age,’ she snapped. ‘She’d still be locked up at school!’

        ‘Yes, and look where that’s got her; nineteen years old and about to become a virgin bride. Talk about a recipe for disaster. And for the last time, Mum, I am not Lady Diana!’

        ‘No, you’re not, and you’re a long way from coming anywhere close to her, my girl.’ She whipped a dishcloth around an immaculate stainless-steel sink. ‘Go on then, off you go. Go and flaunt yourself.’

        I stared at her in amazement for a moment, but then I was out of that back door like a shot. When you got a green light from Mum, you didn’t hang around for it to turn.

        And so there I was that night at the fair, trying to keep the huge excitement of being out at night to myself, trying to pretend it was nothing new. Of course, for Imogen and Molly it wasn’t. Going to discos and cinemas had been part and parcel of their lives for a couple of years now, but not mine, and I hugged the experience excitedly, loving it all: the flashing lights against the dark sky, the bustle and noise, the smell of candyfloss and toffee apples, the thumping disco music, the lithe boys jumping on and off speeding carts, that heady sense of danger and excitement which stirred my teenage soul. Shrieking with laughter we made our way round every single ride, and were all piling out of a Dodgem car, ready to go round again – when Molly spotted him. She stopped dead; seized my arm.

        ‘Holy Moley!’ (As I said, we were quite sheltered.)

        He was standing with a couple of friends in the queue for the big wheel; tall, tousled, blond, with wicked blue eyes, his hands in his pockets, head thrown back and roaring with laughter at something one of them had said. He oozed glamour but also, at a glance, that automatic social ease that comes from an expensive education, a mother who’d never had to do her own ironing and a father who was quite possibly in the Shadow Cabinet. Our plan had been to head back to the ghost train, but without a word of discussion, the three of us turned as one, and made our way to the big wheel. Molly, vivacious, curly-haired, with dark, dancing eyes, pranced up, and deliberately queue-barged her way in front of him, with Imogen and me giggling in her wake.

        ‘Hey, what’s your game?’ he rounded on her.

        ‘Sorry, we didn’t realise you were queuing,’ she smiled sweetly.

        ‘Oh right, so what did you think we were doing then – standing in a line behind total strangers just for the hell of it?’

        Molly’s dark eyes widened. ‘Well, it’s a possibility. You look sad enough to try and make friends that way, but to tell you the truth, I really hadn’t considered you at all.’

        Nudging and giggling we then piled into the next empty cart as it conveniently came to a standstill in front of us, and Johnny and his friends had to make do indignantly with the one behind. As we soared up into the night sky they hooted and catcalled after us, pelting us with peanuts, and we dutifully squeaked and ducked, pretending to be outraged, but loving every minute of it. I remember swinging round right at the top and catching Johnny’s eye, shrieking as he took aim, wondering – as his peanut hit the mark, like a perfect Cupid’s arrow, right between the eyes – if he knew the effect he had on people. I believe he did.

        Of course, we lurked around after the boys for the rest of the evening then, trailing them mercilessly and popping up giggling behind every shooting range and coconut shy they went on, as they, in turn, went through the adolescent ritual of groaning and trying to lose us. Inevitably, though, all six of us ended up together outside the only pub on the green, equipped with far too many goldfish, candyfloss in our hair, cigarettes glowing competitively, and all eyes bright with possibility. Johnny, aged eighteen, went in for the drinks and we sat on the grass outside. We gleaned from the other two boys that they were all at Harrow, but that such was the enlightened attitude of boarding schools these days, they’d been allowed out for the evening. ‘So long as we’re back by – ooh –’ one of them coolly flashed his Rolex – ‘about midnight, I suppose.’ Suitably impressed by their bravado but just about
            managing not to show it, we’d sipped our lager-and-limes; Molly, flirting like billyo, Imogen, blonde and beautiful and not needing to, and me, certainly needing to but not having the confidence. As ever, I wished I wasn’t so tongue-tied, but Molly made sure every silence was filled, which gave me a chance to observe.

        ‘Posh-gob Scot’ was how Johnny described himself, with generations of Scottish ancestors behind him, but brought up in England and sent to Harrow like the rest of his family.

        ‘Only child, I’ll bet,’ said Molly, her dark eyes flashing with amusement, ‘of totally indulgent parents. Ponies for Christmas, a convertible for your birthday, the apple of Mummy and Daddy’s eye. They probably peel you grapes for breakfast.’

        He grinned. ‘Wrong, actually. Three sisters.’

        ‘Ah, only boy. Yes well, that explains it.’

        ‘Explains what?’

        ‘Your godlike demeanour. Clearly the world revolves around you at home and you’re waited on hand and foot. Loo seats are probably warmed for you and you’ve been mistakenly led to believe in the superiority of the male species. They obviously think the sun shines out of your wotsit.’

        He laughed. ‘God, I wish! Those wretched sirens torment me, gang up on me, they probably stick pins in little effigies of me.’

        ‘Ah, shame. So you’re put upon?’

        ‘You bet.’

        ‘Misunderstood?’

        ‘Totally.’

        ‘In need of a little analysis?’

        ‘No fear. Those shrinks would have a field day with me!’

        ‘Even so, worth a try. Here – lie down on my couch.’ She patted her lap and Johnny, grinning, obligingly put his head in it. Oh, to have Molly’s nerve. She frowned with mock concentration. ‘So … a tortured soul, eh, teased mercilessly by your sisters, and I imagine Mummy’s no help because – let me see now – Mummy’s always in the beauty parlour having her nails done?’

        ‘Christ – in her dreams!’ he chortled.

        ‘And Daddy, well, Daddy’s no help either because he’s – let’s think, what would Daddy be? Certainly something in the City; something fairly enormous. Pr-o-bably the Governor of the Bank of England, and pr-ob-ably called – Peregrine?’

        ‘Wrong again. His name’s Oliver and he’s a trainer.’

        ‘What, fitness?’ I said without thinking.

        Johnny sat up, startled. Then he and the other boys hooted with laughter.

        ‘No, racehorses!’ he cried. ‘God, fitness. I’d like to see Dad in a leotard!’

        We all laughed, but I felt foolish and could feel myself reddening as I joined in. It didn’t escape Johnny and he shot me a kind look. I don’t believe he meant to embarrass me.

        ‘So back to your mother then,’ persisted Molly, yanking his shoulders down into her lap again. ‘Shut your eyes, please. I must have total concentration in my counselling rooms. If she’s not in the beauty parlour, she’s …?’

        ‘Oh Mum, well, she’s a bit dizzy. “Creative” is how I’m sure she’d like to be described.’

        ‘Ah, a bit off-the-wall.’

        He opened one eye. ‘Well, only in the sense that loo paper is.’

        We giggled, and then for some reason we couldn’t stop laughing, and we all fell about on the grass in a heap.

        We roared at Johnny’s jokes for most of that summer. After that first meeting, it somehow seemed only natural for the six of us to hang around together. The schools were breaking up for the holidays, we all lived relatively close to each other in the stretch of green belt that wrapped itself around the foothills of the Chilterns – it was fun, it was convenient, it was easy. Secretly I think the boys felt they were too old to be hanging about at home and should have been spending their final holiday from school backpacking in Istanbul, or smoking ganja on some remote Caribbean beach, but since they weren’t, they deigned to swagger along beside us, to the events on offer locally. Keen to be equally cool, we girls sneeringly dismissed the discos and parties as ‘so-o-o incredibly tame’ – quick flick of the hair, quick drag on the cigarette – as they no doubt were, but there was no convincing my
            mother. She saw drug pushers and rapists at every Pony Club dance and tennis club party, and I had practically to shin down the drainpipe to join my friends.

        On one occasion when she forbade me to go to a concert in London, I rather daringly ignored her and went anyway. Halfway through some throbbing Supertramp keyboard number, a man came on stage, interrupted the music, and asked if an Olivia Faber could please leave now because her mother was waiting for her in the car park. I remember going literally rigid with shock in my seat, then blushing to my roots. I didn’t move. Molly and Imogen on either side of me both reached out and squeezed my hands. A few minutes later the music resumed, but then ten minutes after that, the man was back. Could Olivia Faber please leave now, because otherwise the police would be called and the concert could not continue. I got to my feet, puce with shame, and passed down along the rows. I remember going past Johnny, who caught my eye sympathetically, and then, to titters of ‘home to Mummy’, left the stadium.

        Sure enough, Mum was waiting. I got in the car without a word and maintained a tight-lipped silence all the way home, as did my mother. To this day we’ve never spoken of it. I think we both knew that she’d overstepped the mark, but then again, so had I, and there was a delicious symmetry to it which resulted in a stalemate. Looking back, I wonder we didn’t hurl more insults and recriminations at each other, but we never did, we were more careful. Once those things are said, they’re out there for ever, hanging in the air and, at the end of the day, we loved each other. She was all I had, and vice versa. Thereafter, though, I did detect a perceptible loosening of the reins, and certainly towards the end of the summer, there wasn’t a party I didn’t go to or a dance I didn’t make.

        It’s incredible to me now that I can only just remember the names of the other two boys. Peter, I think, and Ben. All eyes were firmly on Johnny, you see, and there was no question of second best. As the summer wore on, though, it became clear that one of our number was forging ahead in the popularity stakes, and two of us would have to resign ourselves to back seats. It was Molly, after all, who’d spotted him first, Molly, who’d wooed him, Molly who’d put in all the hard, flirtatious work, and now Molly who was firmly staking her claim. Every slow dance was hers, every joke addressed to her, every look came winging her way, whilst Imogen and I sat dumbly by, enviously awaiting the first kiss.

        During this time we more or less lived at Johnny’s parents’ house, which, like son and heir, was something of an eye-opener. I’d never seen anything quite like the McFarllens’ estate, and probably never will. It was huge, it was Jacobean, it was turreted – it was even moated, for God’s sake – in short, it was the sort of place where you suppressed a ‘bloody hell’ as you went up the drive. Here they talked of land rather than garden, watered the orangery rather than the conservatory, and had a clock tower instead of a weather vane. The lifeblood of the place was, of course, the stables, or ‘the yard’, as I came to call it, which was adjacent to the house, and run like a slick, well-oiled machine – just like the thoroughbred racing machines it housed, who nodded their elegant, arched necks over every green stable door.

        Inside, the house was full of colour and drama. There was a blood-red dining room, a pale blue morning room, vibrant chintz in the sitting room, murals in the bathrooms and, at every window, curtains as thick as duvets hung from fabulous, coroneted pelmets. Every bedroom was painted a deep jewel colour – sapphire, ruby or emerald – and as I crept around upstairs one day on a rather spurious search for a loo, I was also startled to note that each bed had a huge crucifix hanging over it. This, it transpired, was down to Oliver, Johnny’s father, who, born a Protestant, had apparently seen the light in later life and made a sweeping and dramatic conversion to Catholicism. Like most born-agains he was messianic in his belief and, insisting that the rest of his family should join him on his road to Damascus, had filled the place with the trappings of his new-found religion. Huge church candles and prayer books loitered in the most
            unlikely places – next to a pile of Horse and Hound in the loo, or in the case of the candles, chewed to bits by the latest puppy in its basket, because for all Oliver’s religious fervour, one didn’t have to look far to find signs of a hedonistic lifestyle. A velvet curtain, ripped accidentally during a raucous party a few years ago, still hung forlornly by threads from its pelmet, there were shot gun cartridges in the bath, empty whisky bottles behind the loo, and betting slips in every overflowing ashtray, all of which, I thought, gave the place a thrilling air of debauchery.

        Oliver McFarllen, tall, handsome and urbane as he strutted about the place in his breeches in an impossibly Mr Darcy-like manner, was altogether a glamorous, if formidable figure. We were all rather in awe of him and kept out of his way, but he wasn’t unfriendly and always shot us a cheery ‘Hello there!’ and a flashing smile if he strode by us in the yard. His moods were mercurial, though, and having once been shocked to a standstill as we heard him bawl out an unfortunate stable girl for not mucking out a filthy stable, we knew better than to hang about in the yard for too long, particularly if clients were viewing their horses. Johnny also told us that the barns at the back of the house, which held Oliver’s prized collection of classic vintage cars, were quite simply out of bounds.

        The sisters, all younger than us, were terrifyingly good-looking in a pale, consumptive sort of way, and I distinctly remember being introduced to them in the icy splendour of the morning room as they lolled around reading Tatler and Harpers, glossy blonde hair spilling on to the equally glossy pages. The three of us, Molly, Imogen and I, had stood in the doorway awkwardly, fully prepared to be coolly appraised, then whispered about as we left the room, but to our surprise the McFarllen girls jumped up, pounced on us and dragged us off to the stables, insisting we see their ponies. Once in the privacy of the stables they’d grilled us rigid, bitterly disappointed that none of us
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                        I

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

                        ‘Have you eaten?’ I asked
                                helplessly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

                        Her mouth twitched. ‘Well
                                quite.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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