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            whip-smart writing’

        Marian Keyes
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        Daisy Goodwin

        ‘A wickedly funny, biting satire of Notting
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        Plum Sykes
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        ‘Witty, sharp, outrageous and cringingly real.
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        ‘Sharp, funny and knowing – I loved
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            writer’
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            the rich and richer’

        Heat (four-starred review)
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            Spectator
        

        ‘A wickedly funny comedy of modern
            manners’
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        ‘Very funny, relentlessly observant’

        Wendy Holden, Daily Mail

        ‘A riotous comedy of manners’
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        ‘Hilarious’
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        ‘A pacey mix of lifestyle envy, sexual
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            Observer
        

        ‘A book to make you appreciate your own
            “hood”’

        
            Red
        

        ‘Get stuck in’

        
            Sunday Telegraph
        

        ‘A truth-is-stranger-than-fiction
            romp’

        
            Evening Standard
        

    
        Clare

        Lonsdale Gardens,

        Notting Hill,

        London W11

        7 a.m.

        The sunrise bodyclock gently beams daylight
            from a lustrous dome by the bed. I open my eyes gently, slowly.

        I start with Pranayama and chant some of my
            favourite mantras.

        I love and support myself.

        I welcome this day as a gift.

        Then I do my breathing to the familiar sound
            of the Blackers grunting under my window, as Hunter, the personal trainer to many of the
            local haves and have-yachts, puts them through their paces on the stretch of lawn
            between the weeping willow and the spriggy, waving-grassed, wildflower meadow.

        The Blackers have been here a while –
            getting on for what, five years? They bought Si’s house, opposite.

        Si didn’t need to sell the house. I
            think he just enjoys doing the deal, and the Blackers were desperate to have a house on
            the communal garden. They were trying to have children, I think – still are – and,
            anyway, the more money the rich spend, the happier they are.

        It was tactful of them, though, to pay for
            the new John Deere ride-on mowing tractor when the old one broke last autumn out of
            their own pocket as a ‘goodwill gesture’ to compensate the residents for the annoyance of the endless work
            they’re having done on their house, and they also host an annual ‘Champagne,
            Canapés and Carols’ party at Christmas, which is very much turning into the
            gold-plated neighbourhood invite.

        She’s a beautiful TV presenter,
            thirty-eightish, quarter Burmese, trained as a ballet dancer; he’s an
            industrialist, waste disposal, late fifties, on his second marriage – and they’re
            a rare mixed-race couple politically, as I saw first hand when I went round the other
            day, hand delivering the Spring garden newsletter.

        The tiny Filipina housekeeper – the one who
            does all their shopping in the market with a wicker trolley – let me in, and escorted me
            through the double-aspect drawing room as if she didn’t trust me not to steal her
            employers’ objets d’art, or their Aboriginal paintings from the
            walls. She led me across a slippery parquet floor to Meredith’s calm, light-filled
            study, where I found the mistress of the house barefoot, cross-legged, on a red Eames
            chair. The study overlooks the garden and is luxuriously tiled with those oblong,
            chestnut leather floor tiles from Bill Amberg, which I happen to know cost many hundreds
            of pounds each. Her sleek head was bent over the computer, and she didn’t look
            up.

        ‘Sorry to intrude,’ I said, and
            then she looked startled and said she was really busy, ‘reading herself in,’
            as she put it, ‘before doing a programme on the corruption of GDP data with
            rock-star economist Thomas Piketty,’ and then I looked down – I’d been
            admiring a vitrine containing a selection of her ballet shoes, from soft, shiny, pink
            silk ones the size of a baby’s wrist to ones with ribbons and blocks and pointes –
            and noticed a brochure from a company called AirJet near her keyboard.

        ‘Ooh, what’s this,’ I
            asked, taking the brochure – as it was very much
            not Piketty’s 600-page tome, Capital in the Twenty-first Century – and
            she then said, oh, she ‘had to’ kit out ‘their plane’, as if
            this was an everyday chore.

        It was a brochure of interior trims for
            private jets.

        I flipped through, and she said that even
            though the wood looked solid in the pictures it was actually veneer, only a quarter of
            an inch thick, as solid wood was too heavy and made the jet less fuel-efficient. She
            said this as if she were really helping to save the planet.

        I said, ‘You can’t go wrong with
            English oak,’ which met with no response, so I asked, ‘Are you going to the
            party tonight?’ and she said, ‘Which one?’ as if she had a choice of
            many, and I said, ‘The one for Denys?’

        I assumed she knew Denys Bradshaw, the Tory
            donor and patron of the arts, who’s terribly nice – as is she – as Denys was being
            given a special award for philanthropy in the Denys and Terri Bradshaw Gallery at the
            V&A, which was very fitting. After all, for those who’ve got so much they
            can’t give it away fast enough, it’s all about legacy and purpose. Giving
            life meaning.

        I naturally assumed she’d been
            invited, as the Bradshaws are local, social and loaded, and so are the Blackers.

        But, at my innocent query, Meredith’s
            plump upper lip curled and she snatched the brochure back.

        As I told Gideon later that day, ‘She
            reacted as if I’d asked her if she was a Tory donor, too, or brought up the
            forbidden topic of Malcolm’s directorship of HSBC, or something, and just shot
            back, “No, Clare,” in a low voice. “I am not going to the
            Bradshaws’.”’ I had to sort of lean in to hear her, so I got a whiff
            of vanilla. She’s one of those people who doesn’t get angry; she goes quiet.
            She also walks with her feet splayed out and stands in first position, in case anyone
            forgets she was a ballerina.

         ‘Mal may be a
            very successful businessman in his own right’ – she allowed her voice to rise a
            decibel or two, as if about to break into the Internationale – ‘but I’m a
            Socialist!’

        Then Meredith proceeded to confuse me by
            saying the super-rich were like toddlers who treated houses and cars and yachts and
            planes like new toys to be played with for five minutes and then discarded, and went on
            about some friend of Mal’s who’d bought a giga-yacht and only been on board
            once. But the implication was that the Blackers weren’t like that. The Blackers
            were different.

        She said the jet would save time and air
            miles, and that their friends could use it – and the Blackers are super-generous,
            it’s true – so, by the time I left, she’d convinced me that their new
            acquisition of a private jet was already performing a valuable public service; it was
            literally Big Society in action.

        So I try but fail not to think about the
            Blackers as I do my Pranayama breathing, but I always end up keeping time with
            Hunter.

        He’s counting out squat thrusts – I
            know the routine backwards; they work out daily, rain or shine – and, after this, there
            will be two sets of lunges, so that Meredith can work on her incredible butt (it’s
            so unfair that she’s skinny and got her own boobs and a bum), and then,
                scrunch, skritch, scrunch, skritch, he’ll
            send them off on a jog around the gravel perimeter path (he uses these minutes to study
            his iPhone), then there will be three bouts of kickboxing each, and when they start
            stretching I’ll tune in properly to the birds twittering and cheeping in the tall
            trees in the communal garden, and the roll of the wheelbarrow as Jimmy the head gardener
            and Lionel the plantsman go about their work and tend to my allotment. Yes, we have our
            own allotment now on Lonsdale Gardens, where residents can pick redcurrants,
            raspberries, roses, sweet peas and tulips from the cutting garden. Depending on the
            season, of course.

        It’s lovely.

        Although most residents have second homes
            less than two hours away, in Gloucestershire or Oxfordshire (though some have third
            estates in Scotland, too, and winter retreats in the Caribbean), with walled kitchen
            gardens, groundsmen, gardeners and gluts of everything, not everyone is so lucky.

        The people who live on our own very garden,
            for example, like poor Cathy, lurking in the lower-ground floor of one of those bleak
            1950s council flats – Lonsdale Garden Court – on the corner of the square. Her son, Sid,
            seems nice, but I bet she’s never picked her own anything in her life.

        Even though the block does, in theory, have
            access to the garden via the gate on Lonsdale Rise, most of the tenants, it seems, just
            can’t be bothered to go out and round to unlock it, which is probably a good thing
            as they don’t have designer dogs who’ve been to puppy-training classes and
            had their shots done; some have Staffies on chains, Alsatians, and the like.

        Yes, the allotment’s so important, for
            children, and for the few without regular access to a country retreat, or to the
            organic-market-garden produce at Daylesford in Westbourne Grove, and who can’t
            afford even the Portobello Market, where you can get plastic bowls of tomatoes and
            oranges literally for nothing at the end of the day.

        It’s so important – for everyone – to
            see things grow. To have a proper relationship with produce.

        Since I put Nourish & Flourish, my
            garden-and-nutrition consultancy business, on ice to concentrate on Joe, I’m
            pleased to say I’ve had more time for – well, everything important, really. To
            think.

        To breathe.

        I breathe now, listening to the sound it
            makes in my still, empty, white room, where the only sign of Gideon is the arm of his
            oatmeal towelling robe extruding from the door to the wet room. I can’t decide if I like the new arrangement
            – he’s in Shoreditch two, sometimes three, nights a week. Part of me suspects that
            he’s somehow, perversely, expiating his own guilt for not seeing more of Joe
            during his childhood by finding younger and younger interns. I’m sure that
            baby-blonde Eloise can’t be the only one to –

        I don’t want to think about it.
            Breathe in. Breathe out.

        I get off the bed that we ordered from
            Savoir Beds, bespoke to our own weight and preference – such a worthwhile investment, if
            you think about it, the £15,000.

        I sit now on the chaise longue at the end of
            our bed, facing the sash window, through which the trees and mown lawns of the communal
            garden and the white stucco back elevations of the mansions opposite are framed.

        I empty my head.

        I don’t need an app to do this. I know
            that busyness is essentially a hedge against emptiness, and I’m not frightened of
            not being busy – more of not achieving serenity.

        I try not to switch on any media devices at
            all until 8 a.m. Some go to ranches in the Rockies for weeks at a time, simply in order
            to disconnect and unplug, but, luckily, I don’t need to.

        I do my facial yoga. I also do Bikram to
            cleanse my vital organs and stimulate my glands, but not in the bedroom.

        I pad to the wet room and brush my teeth
            with Janina Ultra-white Toothpaste, and slather on enough Clarins beauty flash
            brightening balm to ice a Christmas cake.

        I steel myself to look at my morning face in
            the mirror but, actually, what I see isn’t bad: I don’t look too ransacked
            this morning, thanks to my massage yesterday, when this amazing facialist I’ve
            found kneaded my face from inside my mouth.

        I smile at myself. ‘Be yourself, be
            sexy, be happy, and smile!’ I say to my reflection.

        It’s all going to happen, I tell
            myself.

        First, the school run,
            then getting ready for Donna’s crucial visit, in less than three hours. Donna
            Linnet.

        As the years pass, Donna has changed her
            offering. In a very real sense, Donna curated my current set-up: orchestrated the move
            into this house – what, eight years ago now? – and the successful conception of Joe,
            thanks to Ralph’s … donation.

        Now her USP is a holistic deep cleanse and
            detox of the whole self, body and soul, and of the living environment of both the client
            and their ancestors. She treats the family and the family house as a unit, as she
            believes it’s possible to ‘heal family shadows’ by unlocking the power
            of the family tree. And now I need her again.

        If anyone can, Donna will make it
            happen.

        Before I prepare to dress, I suck in the air
            deeply through my nostrils, exhale and chant my final mantra: ‘One mindful breath
            a day can lead to inner peace.’

    
        Mimi

        Home Farm,

        Honeyborne,

        Near Godminster, Dorset

        I’m in the kitchen, with all the
            children, and the dog, leaning against the chunky wooden worktop between the blue-veined
            sink and the Aga, in the hazy, violet hour between tea and supper, wondering whether
            it’s too early to have a drink.

        Ralph’s on his way home. I’m
            thinking, It’s OK – you can hold it together. We’ve been here before. Those
            missed calls from Clare Sturgis on his phone … they don’t mean anything.

        They’ll only be something about Joe,
            Ralph’s biological son. Gideon turned out to be shooting blanks, so Ralph supplied
            Clare with ‘the wherewithal’ (phrase used by husband at first mention; ugh!)
            or ‘the needful’ (phrase used at second mention; marginally less awful). It
            was Ralph’s moment of madness, I suppose, but he had his reasons.

        And he had the financial incentive. Clare
            wanted our house, too, so she paid way over the odds for it, but the deal was clear:
            coming up with ‘the goods’ (not much better, why not just say ‘sperm
            samples’ from ‘red-blooded English male’?, if that’s indeed how
            they did it, which has always been a big ‘if’ in my mind), and that was the
            beginning, and end, of Ralph’s involvement.

        Plus, the children don’t know about
            Joe. That’s going to be awkward at some point.

        So, those calls from
            Clare – can’t think about them now, anyway.

        There’s an open bottle of white –
            emergency purchase from the all-night garage on the ring road – but I restrain myself
            from lunging towards the fridge. You don’t need a bracer. Just have another cup of
            tea, perhaps, and keep going.

        I’m trying to convince myself that
            last night doesn’t count. A mere blip.

        Like when the line drops on the
                Today programme and the nation gets a little thrum of adrenaline, pricks up
            its ears – the silence is suddenly more interesting than anything being said – and then
            some drone behind the scenes in some airless studio gets the line back up again, and the
            national conversation resumes, and the morning goes on.

        So it’s all going to be
                fiiiine. I slide the kettle on to the hotplate. There’s no way
            Clare’s on manoeuvres, not again. She has Joe. She has our house. She has a
            private income. There is only one thing I have, in fact, that she could possibly want,
            but she knows she can’t have it. Ralph’s not on the table.

        So let’s look at the positives.

        The car didn’t run out of petrol on
            the way back from Godminster, even though the needle’s below red.

        Supper is under control, in the sense that
            it is sitting intact in the freezer.

        In fact, today is – on one level – turning
            out to be something of a personal best on the domestic front, despite what happened last
            night during pudding, while everyone else was sipping Muscat and spooning their
            lavender-scented posset at Rose’s ‘modern Elizabethan feast’ and
            didn’t seem to notice when we slipped away from the long refectory table in the
            barn, which was piled with meringues and tuiles, brandy snaps and whipped cream, red
            grapes, wild strawberries, shortbread, right in the middle of Rose’s sculptor
            husband Pierre’s planned peroration over
            the syrupy Meursault about his new work, a piece of ‘participatory art’
            comprising an eighteen-foot-high stone pillar with a slit in it.

        Pierre’s voice was carrying over the
            lawn. ‘It represents whatever you wish,’ he was saying. ‘Water running
            down a mountain, and the human vagina … which people can enter if they want …’

        We ducked into the gazebo, which was empty
            except for some fur throws on the stone floor and some tea lights glowing from the
            alcoves …

        And now it’s less than fifteen hours
            later – I grab Posy’s phone from the table to check, rather than the mahogany
            clock mounted on the wall, as it is always wrong – and I barely know who I am any
            more.

        I turn away from the familiar sight of
            children, home and hearth and crack open the kitchen window, and the smell, the sweet
            smell of the country, gusts through, warm air laden with pollen, grass, dung, diesel,
            teenage despair. I wish I’d bottled it, yesterday.

        Freeze-framed it. But it’s too
            late.

        Life’s like Snapchat. You take a
            picture, then ten seconds later, whoosh! it’s gone. What you had you never get
            back.

        I can’t stare out of the window for
            much longer, or the children will suspect I’m going all Sylvia Plath on them, so
            with a decisive movement I twist the antique silver hot tap on and start swirling
            steaming-hot water round the coffee-ground-spackled plughole with my special brush made
            of broom root and twine made by the visually impaired of Sweden.

        I know the scene behind me so well I could
            paint it.

        Lucian, my baby (now aged six), is nestled
            in the dog basket, curled like a Dachshund puppy. Mirabel, eighteen, is roosting on the
            windowseat, wearing an old, grey cashmere White Company onesie of Rose’s,
            discarded (by Rose) as soon as she found one
            moth hole. The iPad casts a green glow on her face. Posy, fifteen, is sitting at the
            table doing her homework, which means watching clips of Lord of the Flies on
            YouTube rather than reading it, while simultaneously watching a swotty video of how to
            crochet your own celebrity tea-cosy or egg-warmer (even though Posy’s are already
            so accomplished that she’s selling them for pocket money in the Post Office and
            Stores: so far, the Mary Berry is way out in front of her Nigella) and monitoring her
            Twitter feed and Vine. She is also reading out tweets.

        ‘“What do we want from nails
            right now?” asks @vogue,’ she says. ‘Editor of Glamour Jo
            Elvin tweets, “Is it possible for one bum cheek to be fatter than the
            other?”’ Then she says, ‘Here’s another bum one:
            “I’ll have bum implants to get my dream guy,” says Lauren off
                TOWIE.’

        Everyone groans, including Cas, who is also
            doing homework, which is glancing through a potted summary of his A-level English book,
                The God of Small Things, online.

        ‘No one reads the actual book
            any more, Mum,’ he had said when I asked him why he didn’t have a copy of
            the actual book. ‘CBA’ – i.e. can’t be arsed – so then I bought him a
            Kindle and loaded the book, and when I asked him how he was doing with it he just said,
            ‘Really well, about 3 per cent.’ Aargh. Cas is seventeen, and he’s
            never read a book, apart from sporting biographies and collections of Jeremy
            Clarkson’s columns.

        My older son sits opposite Posy, his tufty
            head garlanded by the blue-and-white striped mugs that dangle from cup-hooks on the
            Welsh dresser, so he looks like a young Roman emperor crowned by Cornishware.

        Calypso is on the sofa under the window,
            snoring. Getting old now. She’s on Special Needs Eukanuba for the sterilized
            senior dog. Every time I dig out her kibble from the plastic sack and tip it into her
            dish, I think, That’s me soon. Sterilized. Senior.

        I am wondering
            whether, as it’s May, I should turn the ancient, cream, four-oven Aga off to save
            money, but I know I won’t – it makes the whole room cosy – when the telephone
            rings, loudly.

        None of the children twitches. They know it
            has nothing to do with them. Nobody ever makes contact with a young person on a
            telephone, let alone a landline. They have mobiles, of course, but they are maintained
            on silent, as 1. there’s no signal at Home Farm, and 2. the only people who are
            ever going to ring them – as opposed to Facebooking them – are their parents.

        As the telephone peals through the silent
            kitchen, at 5.30 p.m., it makes my gut twist again, and I feel like having a drink. I
            need something …

        I should never have answered that call when
            it came yesterday, mid-morning. I should have left it, as the only people who ring
            during the day are cold callers, from somewhere deep on the subcontinent, asking me if a
            loved one has been in an automobile accident, or if I’ve been mis-sold pensions
            payment protection insurance, whatever that is.

        Answering the telephone. That was my first
            mistake. If I’d left it then, I wouldn’t now be feeling like a stranger in
            my own home.

        ‘Hey, it’s me. What are you
            doing tonight?’ Rose had asked, a slight pant in her voice, as if I’d caught
            her in the middle of something, rather than her calling me.

        It was eleven or so. Peak coffee-morning
            time. I was wondering whether to take Calypso for a walk, or whether to locate, if not
            tackle – too much of a commitment – the seat of the biblical moth infestation in the
            larder.

        I could hear clattering sounds in the
            background.

        ‘Um,’ I said, playing for time.
            ‘Well …’ I don’t know what to say. I live in West Dorset. I never do
            anything in the evenings except watch the News at Ten, then make a comment
            about how Newsnight isn’t quite
            the same any more now Paxo doesn’t present it.

        More panting on the line. ‘Sorry.
            Oops. Are you still there?’

        Rose is my only real friend here. I’ve
            inevitably lost touch with many of my London friends, having left Notting Hill – what,
            six years ago: so easy to lose track – and there not being a proper motorway between the
            Jurassic Coast and West London; and I’m not one half of a socially dynamic power
            couple; plus the fact that they all have their own houses in the country, and abroad, so
            can’t be arsed to come here.

        ‘Yes, I’m here. Where do you
            think I am? You rang on the landline. What’s that noise?’

        ‘The brandy snaps. So easy, but you
            have to get the timing right, which is partly why I’m calling. I’ve got all
            these Art World People coming, didn’t I say? You know, Pierre’s Praemium
            Imperiale Award, and we’re sort of christening the Biennale Barn.’

        She spoke it as if anyone in the loop would
            know what the latest prize Pierre had won is.

        ‘So, thought I’d do a modern
            take on an Elizabethan feast – and, of course, I’d love you – and Ralph – haha –
            to come.’

        She sort of swallowed that last bit, and we
            both knew she was saying it only for politesse. Ralph never accepts a dinner invitation
            unless it’s for something important, like his old housemaster Mr Squarey from
            Sunningdale retiring, and then he’ll drive hundreds of miles without complaint;
            when confronted by other social challenges such as the ‘country supper’, he
            says he has a perfectly good home of his own, but what he really means is he can’t
            face sitting next to two women and talking about children, ponies and schools.

        ‘When?’

        ‘Tonight. Late notice, I know,’
            she continued, a seductive note creeping into her voice, ‘but someone dropped
            out.’

         ‘Wow, dunno,
            um,’ I said, perking up at the thought of an evening out on my own, and
            immediately worrying what to wear.

        Rose has become palpably more into Pierre
            now he is a celebrated sculptor and collected in museums like the Guggenheim in Bilbao,
            and probably the one in New York, too, for all I know. After he won a huge cash prize at
            the Biennale, the Musgroves converted the old hay barn into the Biennale Barn, a
            fabulous entertaining space with a minstrels gallery-type thing, a table designed by
            John Pawson cleaving down the middle, light fittings by Tom Dixon – the whole shebang –
            and it’s already been in the Architectural Digest twice.

        Indeed, since Pierre’s surprise
            late-onset success (‘ENGLAND’S ANSWER TO ANISH KAPOOR’,
            one sycophantic interview was headlined), Rose has even stopped cougaring men half her
            age – though she does convey the interesting possibility that, if Pierre went off grid
            again and devoted himself to wandering the hills collecting flints instead of making
            serious money from his art (now highly collectable, despite being based on huge
            representations of male and female genitalia), she could always do so again.

        Rose leads a charmed life, in other words,
            which is bloody unfair. People say you only regret the things you don’t do in
            life. But that’s not true in my case. I regret the things I do do.

        While Rose has money, a trophy husband and a
            faithful cleaner called Joan with a splendid collection of floral tabards, she also
            manages to rock and roll. In other words, Rose does what she likes, gets away with it,
            and even proceeds to enjoy it.

        ‘Sorry,’ Rose panted, going off
            line again. ‘The brandy snaps are a triumph, but the herb dumplings are more
            fiddly than I feared. Using proper suet is always a bit iffy, but it makes all the
            difference.’

        Instead of making a
            pointed remark about her Martha Stewarting, as I would have done had I been NFI – not
            fucking invited – I was right behind her forthcoming dinner and felt proprietorial, as
            if hosting it myself.

        ‘So what’s for mains? Roast
            swan? I won’t ask if there’s anything I can do …’

        Rose always has a million things on the go:
            Rose’s cheeses are now sold in Harvey Nichols and Selfridges food halls, and Court
            Place is so often featured in House & Garden that regular readers could
            find their way from the pantry to the parterre blindfold.

        I didn’t want to
            ask – it’s rude – but I couldn’t help it. After all, I was making up
            numbers.

        ‘Will I know anyone? Come on,
            who’s coming? Charles Saatchi? Grayson and Philippa Perry?’

        ‘Among others,’ Rose
            admitted.

        ‘And who’s the tethered
            mare?’

        ‘Tethered mare’ is our phrase
            for a mostly single white female at a dinner party who is supplied as juicy bait for an
            alpha male.

        ‘You are,’ said
            Rose.

        ‘Me!’ I squealed. I was
            buzzing at the prospect, which was sad, at the notion that I could be the tempting
            tethered mare, when it seemed like years since anyone had noticed me. Let alone found me
            attractive. Or showed it, at any rate.

        ‘But who’s my date? Who’s
            the man?’

        ‘Woman.’

        Pause. This time the line went dead at my
            end.

        ‘Woman?’ I opened the freezer
            and removed the fish pie from Rose’s farm shop as I spoke, to cook from frozen,
            and then one-handedly went to the fridge, opened the screw top on the garage bottle of
            Oyster Bay and gave myself a generous pour.

        I didn’t want to go to Rose’s
            dinner to talk to a woman about schools. I sometimes saw Ralph’s point about that,
            though I’d never admit it to him. The whole point of dinner parties was to talk to
            attractive men, surely.

        ‘Yes. Woman,’ repeated Rose,
            with slight impatience, as if I were slow.

        ‘I think you’ll enjoy – you can
            borrow that little dark-green leather biker jacket from ME&EM if you like. In fact,
            I think I might give it to you. I never wear it. The woman is Farouche, by the
            way,’ Rose said, tossing this in. Casual.

        ‘Get the fuck out of here,’ I
            said, as none of the children was present to pick me up on my language. I’d just
            read a Sunday Times Magazine interview with her that ran over eight pages, and
            then Googled her … again.

        ‘Well, I’d love to come,’
            I said, filing away the offer, now understanding why Rose wanted me to look biker chic
            rather than country casual.

        I had been thinking about wearing my Boat
            Race crinkle wrap dress from Boden, as Ralph sometimes gives me The Look when I wear it,
            as a silent thank you for not wearing Uggs, sweatpants and fleece, I suppose.

        But – this changed everything. I’d
            tried to get an interview with Farouche once, when I was a journalist, back on the
                Telegraph, for my column, when I got celebrities to tell me their fantasy
            funerals.

        She’d turned me down. ‘My
            funeral is going to surprise everyone,’ she said, ‘so I’m keeping it
            secret,’ which I thought was an odd thing to say, but even odder was that she then
            proceeded to send me images – unsettling images – for months. A naked dancer straddling
            a chair, back view, her neat head bent towards her chest. A woman lying in bed, her
            right hand down her pink pants, as a man tucked her in under a sheet. And then that one
            of a medley of squares, with the naked Ingres lady crosshatched with other images – taken by Farouche – of women
            lying naked on beds and in baths … my face felt a bit hot as I remembered them.

        I hadn’t deleted them. Every time
            I’d seen something about her since, I’d had this funny feeling – a
            fluttering little kick inside, and wondered what she was like, in the flesh, and then
            I’d met her in Liberty, on the third floor, in Luggage. I was buying one of those
            Globetrotter-style suitcases with Liberty print, for Mirabel, for her eighteenth, and
            Farouche was buying a whole set in different sizes, and I introduced myself. Instead of
            brushing me off, we chatted for a while. She ignored a call on her mobile. And then she
            kissed me goodbye, and I remember: there was something delicious about her.

        ‘I’d love to come, Rose, how
            sweet, but Ralph, he probably won’t – if that’s all right.’ As I said
            this, I knew I wouldn’t even give Ralph the option of coming. I’d seen those
            missed calls – OK, missed call – from Clare. Which made me officially fed up with
            Ralph.

        ‘Good, come at eight, then. And
            don’t bring anything!’ she commanded.

        Rose said this as if there were nothing I
            could bring that she could possibly want.

    
        Clare

        Lonsdale Gardens

        It’s all very well telling people not
            to mind growing old, that ageing is a privilege not accorded to all, but hello? I
            don’t think that many of these people have to do the Ponsonby Prep school run.

        I speed up, give my hair a quick onceover
            with the Babyliss Big Hair, and dress.

        I have my clothes for the week already
            worked out in sections in the closet, and today it’s elegant-casual: silk shirt,
            grey gossamer-weight cobwebby jersey, leather knee-length skirt, chunky ankle-boots from
            Fiorentini & Baker.

        Joe doesn’t have to be at school till
            8.30 a.m., I know, but very few people can have any idea quite how long it takes to get
            one small boy who does two instruments, three languages and five sports a week ready for
            school, complete with a packed lunch that is sustainable, organic, healthy, and also one
            that a boy of eight might actually eat.

        Nor how incredibly long it takes to look as
            if you – i.e. a woman over forty – haven’t made any effort at all. The hours it
            takes, the money it costs, not to look ‘done’.

        Most of the other mummies are not merely
            much younger, it just so happens that they are also international supermodels. They
            don’t just wear Stella McCartney for Adidas, they really are Stella McCartney, and
            Claudia Schiffer, Laura Bailey, and so on, and then there are the reams of glowing thirty-somethings who flash side-boob at
            drop-off and still manage to look studiedly cool, cellulite free and have
            Instagram-perfect lives at all times.

        I slide downstairs in my socks, gripping the
            side rail, as the dread age when I won’t ‘fall’ but will ‘have a
            fall’ is on the horizon.

        At the ground floor I pause, as the
            signal’s stronger up here than in the basement.

        I shoot Donna a text, reminding her of our
            imminent appointment, and make sure it’s sent before going down, again gripping
            the banister with care.

        Joe’s already down, with Aida, our
            nanny. She’s Californian, and it didn’t take me at all long to induct her in
            the basics of engaged eating.

        Aida came after I had to sack Mimi’s
            old nanny, Fatima. I’d discovered she was sneaking Joe Dairylea triangles. This,
            despite the fact that she knew that all processed foods, especially those beginning with
            K, are banned from the house: Kraft. Krave. Krispies and Krispie Kremes. And
            Ketchup.

        She didn’t even know that you had to
            clean inside the tumble-dryer, but that wasn’t such a sackable offence. Fatima was
            fifty-eight, so I like to think it came as a relief to her.

        So Aida, Joe and I are all in the kitchen,
            for breakfast together. Gideon’s not here; even Joe’s stopped asking,
            he’s not here so often.

        I make us meditate for a moment before we
            start. ‘Feed the soul, before the body,’ I say, as Joe

        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
    
        News item in the London
            Evening Standard

        1 February 2015

        

        A controversial property in Notting Hill has
            changed hands for the second time in six months, it has emerged.

        The new owner of the property is the
            Malaysian government, according to the Land Registry. The Malaysians bought the property
            for £3.5 million more than the £12 million paid by billionaire Keith Dunbar, beating off
            a competing bid from a Russian oligarch looking for a pied-à-terre in the capital, the
                Standard understands.

        At one point, the property was intended to
            be an Alpha Star free school but is now in the process of being converted into an
            eight-storey iceberg house with the council’s blessing, as all planning
            permissions were in place.

        The mansion is adjacent to the Giving Back
            Centre (GBC) community resource and also to a long-established private school, Ponsonby
            Preparatory. Prince George is expected to start at the nursery in 2017.

        The news will come as a disappointment to
            neighbours, not just because works are expected to take two years and involve the
            closure of a public highway. Mr Dunbar, the City financier and Alpha Star chairman, had
            previously announced that the leisure complex in the sub-basement levels would be
            available as a shared community health resource to the pupils of Ponsonby and also to
            users of the GBC.

        The Malaysian ambassador to the Court of St
            James would not confirm that the government had started investing in London property,
            mainly in Knightsbridge, Mayfair, Hampstead
            and St John’s Wood. Anecdotally, however, estate agents are reporting that the
            governments of Russia, China and India, as well as Malaysia, have been investing in the
            capital’s super-prime housing stock instead of in government bonds or gold,
            despite the threat of higher property taxes, such as the mansion tax, and council tax
            rebanding.

        In most cases, the properties are left empty
            after purchase and redevelopment.

        This is the first recorded instance of a
            foreign-government investment in W11. Previously, it is thought that investors have been
            put off by the scarcity of parking in the neighbourhood, which boasts several bustling
            and sought-after private schools.

        Mimi Fleming, part of the Newsnight
            team that last year tracked the ups – and ups – of this particular property, and
            long-term local resident, said, ‘Nothing that happens in Notting Hill will ever
            surprise me.’ It turns out that not even £15 million will buy you your own parking
            space here these days.

    
        News item in the
            late-edition London Evening Standard

        20 February 2015

        

        Police have confirmed that the person who
            died at the site of the dig in Ponsonby Terrace, Notting Hill, on Valentine’s Day,
            was Farouche, of Kensington Park Gardens.

        Farouche was the
            internationally known performance artist and creator of the iconic fragrance Frisson by
            Farouche. She was the partner of businessman Julien StClair. She leaves a young son,
            Fox.

        A coroner’s inquest has been
            opened.

        
            @GBC Everyone in the close-knit and
                compassionate Giving Back Centre family is mourning the death of our supporter the
                beautiful artist and incredible mother Farouche #RIP

        

    
        News item in the London
            Evening Standard

        26 February 2015

        

        By a staff reporter

        Farouche, the Belgian multi-media
            artist and creator of the Frisson cult perfume, took her own life, a coroner has
            ruled.

        The artist was discovered at the bottom of
            the 100-foot underground excavation at the triple dig in Ponsonby Terrace.

        The new verdict was recorded after CCTV
            tapes were submitted to the inquest.

        Meredith Blacker, the Newsnight
            presenter, and the programme’s editor, Josh Kurtz, provided the tapes. Tony Hall,
            the BBC chairman, has cleared the programme of any wrongdoing or breach of guidelines,
            according to a statement on the Guardian Media site.

        Newsnight had installed the cameras
            as part of a covert operation during a previous investigation into the proliferation of
            double basements in the area.

        ‘I viewed the tapes of the day in
            question, 14 February, and it is my belief that the artist intended to die and was aware
            that the CCTV camera was in place,’ said the coroner. ‘I do not wish to make
            any further comment and the tapes have been returned to the BBC.’

        Newsnight said it was preparing a
            special package in tribute to the performance artist but would not confirm whether any
            footage from the CCTV tapes – possibly including the moment of the artist’s death
            – would be broadcast or not.

        Farouche, who was born Marie-Claude Smets
            in Knokke-le-Zoute, was the daughter of Manon Lippens and Kris Smets, who still live in Belgium.

        She leaves a son, Fox, and a partner, the
            businessman Julien StClair.

        The funeral is to be held next week, at Père
            Lachaise Cemetery, Paris, the resting place of Oscar Wilde, Chopin and Jim Morrison.

    
        News item in the London
            Evening Standard

        5 March 2015

        

        MORATORIUM ON ICEBERG HOUSES

        The Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea
            today announced a go-slow on the proliferation of massive digs in the most expensive and
            sought-after areas of West London.

        Following widespread consultation, the
            borough has said it will not be determining applications for development proposals which
            include subterranean development, and that such proposals will not be reported to the
            Planning Applications Committee unless there are site-specific material considerations
            which make this appropriate, or the proposals comply with the current core strategy and
            emerging policy.

        This means that, from now, basements will be
            accepted only if they are limited to 50 per cent of the area of the garden, confined to
            one level and not dug under listed buildings, public roads or communal garden
            squares.

        The moratorium does not apply to properties
            that have already received planning permission.

    
        Newsflash on www.eveningstandard.co.uk

        3 December 2015

        

        The Turner Prize 2015 has been posthumously
            awarded to the performance and conceptual artist Farouche for her last piece of work, an
            immersive fifteen-minute video entitled The Artist is Absent.

        The artist committed suicide, apparently by
            hurling herself into the 100-foot foundations of an iceberg house in Notting Hill, a
            coroner’s inquest ruled.

        Her last piece includes a scene of the
            artist lying in a coffin during her funeral at the Père Lachaise Cemetery in Paris in
            February (see picture).

        Disciples from the Haus of Farouche filmed
            the scene and events according to a script and storyboard emailed to them via computer
            program on the day of her death. Footage from the artist’s mobile phone taken by
            Farouche of her last moments, and video from the cameras on the dig, were included, on
            the late artist’s instructions.

        She left no other note.

        The judges, who included Oksana Dunbar, the
            collector, and gallerists Ben Brown and Tim Taylor, as well as the artist Grayson Perry,
            were unanimous in awarding Farouche the prestigious award, which is given to an artist
            under the age of fifty who lives and works in Britain. It is the first time the Turner
            Prize has been awarded to a dead artist.

        The BBC has announced that Alan Yentob will
            be presenting a two-hour ‘Imagine’ special devoted to Farouche’s life
            and work, with the working title ‘Frisson’, the name of the costly,
            limited-edition scent which the artist created.

        
            
            Comments (3)
        

        This is a joke, right?

        
            Snoddy
        

        So her death was like some art thang? Or is
            this the first recorded instance of the hashtag ‘Selfie Suicide’
            confused.com?!

        
            DeckMyBalls
        

        Some people will do anything for publicity
            even kill themselves

        
            Little Englander
        

        
            Comments have been closed on this article.
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