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      Camberwell Beauty is the latest addition to the phenomenally successful career of Jenny Eclair, described by the Daily Mirror as ‘the wildest and wickedest comedian in Britain’. A regular at The Edinburgh Festival, she scooped the prestigious Perrier
         Award in 1995 for her show Prozac and Tantrums, later released as a top ten selling video.
      

      
      As well as her continuing stand-up success, Jenny has co-written with Julie Balloo the successful Radio 4 comedy series On Baby Street and Just Juliette. They have written several plays, including The Inconvenience and Mrs Nosey Parker.
      

      
      Jenny was the first female to guest edit men’s magazine Loaded, she made her West End debut in Nell Dunn’s Steaming, and garnered a string of television credits such as Pick ’N’ Mix, Jenny Eclair Squats, Edinburgh or Bust, and Jenny Eclair’s Private Function.
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      Hello

      
      Welcome to South London, to one of the nicest streets in one of the country’s vilest boroughs: Lark Grove, SE5. A determined
         middle-class oasis of skips and bay trees, where Volvos sniff each other’s bumpers, and men called Giles live with women called
         Samantha. This is a satellite-dish-free zone of tall houses with big front doors, standing shoulder to shoulder, five floors
         apiece. Come inside, shut the door and smell the coffee. You could almost be in Kensington.
      

      
      This is where the actors, writers and media-types live, where small children wearing smart uniforms and shoes in the shape
         of light bulbs get ferried every day to schools that are not local. Round here, ten-year-olds never get to ride their bikes
         beyond the front gate and nannies carry cans of Mace.
      

      
      In these houses people laugh, cry, eat, argue, sleep, fret, toss, turn, masturbate, penetrate, yawn and fart.

      
      You can do your shopping here: there is a supermarket round the corner where they sell dented tins of vegetables in syrup
         and corned beef in brine. But up the hill and half a mile away or so, there is a nice Sainsbury’s with a deli counter full
         of fat herbed olives, cheeses that smell of the Queen’s sick, hams as pink as babies’ clove-studded buttocks and, of course,
         shelves and shelves of buttery yellow chardonnay: £3.99 a bottle. Here the carpark is full of mummies’ second cars, nippy
         little hatchbacks: Polos, Pintos and Puntos, with biscuits on the dashboard and dollies on the back seat.
      

      
      Lark Grove is bang slap between an art school, where young people wander up the steps with bits of birdcage in their hair
         and cardboard portfolios beneath their arms, and one of London’s largest mental hospitals, where inmates jabber and weave
         baskets that they wear on their heads. Spot the difference if you will.
      

      
      This is a colourful area, full of girls with dyed purple fringes and savage dogs on strings, where junkies fall down and the
         drunks trip over them and nobody raises a pierced eyebrow. Here, there is vomit on the pavements, syringes in the gutter and
         graffiti all over. This is where someone once went to the effort of writing ‘Sophie Dahl eats too much Dhal’ in six-foot orange
         paint letters on someone else’s wall, and a man bit the head off a pigeon and no one knew whether to call the hospital or
         Charles Saatchi. Here live the mad, the bad, the arty and the ordinary. You can get a very nice house in these parts for a
         fraction of what it would cost somewhere else. The architecture is chipped but good, and there are blue plaques littered about
         where famous music hall comics once lived, drank, ran out of jokes and committed suicide.
      

      
      
      At the bottom of Lark Grove, big red buses trundle north towards Piccadilly Circus and John Lewis and then back the other
         way to deepest South London, where angels, mortals and pit bull terriers fear to tread. After all, not everybody can live
         in Islington, and at least round here you can park your car – albeit with the crook lock on and the radio removed.
      

      
      People end up here for all sorts of reasons, even posh types who put holly wreaths on their doors at Christmas and scoop the
         poop from their pathways. There are just enough of them to have formed their own small tribe, a last bastion of well-educated,
         flute-playing, council-tax-paying, pasta-eating people, braving it out amongst the great unwashed, the Spam eaters and estate
         dwellers, with their bad breath and cataracts. Professional people like Anna and Chris and Nigel and Jo, successful middle-class
         types with everything going for them: jobs, kids, cars, holidays, tennis-rackets, tumble-driers, shoes for every occasion,
         and no reason to weep or gnash or seethe or spoil it.
      

      
      Imagine a day when the weather is glorious, and you take a picnic out to the countryside and somehow find a warm (but shady)
         spot overlooking a lake and lay your tartan rug on grass (that is not damp) and eat sandwiches (that have not gone soggy)
         and delicious chicken legs – marinated, grilled and crispy – and the lemonade is cold and all is calm and the water is still.
         Why is it that someone has to come along and chuck a big rock in the lake so that everyone gets splashed, and the sun goes
         behind a cloud and the day is ruined?
      

      
      Don’t trouble trouble till trouble troubles you.

      
      Some people live accident-free lives: they do not fall into stinging nettles, birds don’t shit on their heads, blood clots
         dissolve in their veins and wasps leave them alone. Others court disaster, ripping new trousers on rusty nails, slicing their fingers on sharp knives, biting into the salmonella sausage and banging
         their heads wherever they go. Life can be one long banana skin, so look before you leap and for heaven’s sake remember: a
         stitch in time saves nine.
      

      
      Some people are luckier than others: they have nicer lives with more things. But luck can run out and whose fault is that?
         Fate has a fickle finger, and when you’re least expecting it, she can poke you in the eye.
      

      
      It was an accident … was it really?

      
      Nah nee nah nee nah nee – see, even the sirens sound sarcastic.
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      Introducing Anna
Cunningham, née Redfern

      
      July 1999

      
      I really mustn’t have a drink; it’s not even elevenses. I never used to drink that much but recently I like to be pissed most
         of the time. I never used to drink spirits but I’ll drink anything now. These days I look at nail-varnish remover and I get
         thirsty.
      

      
      The other morning I quite fancied watching Kilroy, something about ‘When Habits Become Unhealthy’ – ha – but I just lay on the sofa. Listen, I could see the remote control
         – I didn’t even have to search for it, it was on top of the telly – but I just couldn’t be arsed to get up and fetch it. I
         just lay there till the street lamps came on, eating brandy-snaps, drinking warm lager and remembering what my life used to
         be like.
      

      
      
      Let’s go back, shall we? Let’s start a long time ago, not right at the beginning, that was forty-one years ago when life was
         a simple matter of reflexes: hungry, cold, wet, smelly, waagh waagh. We’ll begin before the Pink House, before the children,
         before Christopher, years before. Let’s start when I was a little girl …
      

      
      Once upon a time, when I was a little girl, I lived with my mother and father, Sylvia and Brian Redfern, in a very modern
         house in an oxymoronishly nice part of Birmingham. My name is Anna. I am a born-and-bred Midlander but let me make it quite
         clear I never had the accent.
      

      
      My dad had the house designed at great expense, and against even greater judgement: all concrete and glass and built on one
         level, which I believe was all the rage back then. It had underground central heating, which because of all the glass had
         to be on all the time. Consequently the windows got steamed up and I’d play noughts and crosses by myself in the condensation.
         I remember we had a den – people did – just a small room with pine and brick walls and big black-and-white photos of things
         like ‘Pebbles on a Beach’. My mother would sit in the den and play Joan Baez records; my father, on the other hand, had never
         got over Elvis Presley.
      

      
      It’s all come back into fashion now: long leather sofas, sheepskin rugs, beanbags and girls are wearing halter-necked tops
         and blue eyeshadow again.
      

      
      My parents were glamorous I suppose; well, as glamorous as you could be living in Solihull in the seventies. We even had a
         pop star over the road: that bloke from Slade, the one with the fringe cut too short and sticky out teeth. I used to go round
         to his house and get his autograph, trace it and sell copies in the playground. Once when I rang the doorbell, he answered
         with a tin of furniture polish and a duster in his hand, but on the stairs behind him was a platform shoe (female) and a shrivelled pair of tights.
      

      
      I went to an all-girls school. That’s why I ended up boy-mad – apart from my dad I didn’t know any! I didn’t even have any
         cousins. I didn’t know you were allowed to have boys as friends.
      

      
      My dad earned a lot of money, back in the days when ten grand a year meant something. He imported Scandinavian furniture;
         I suppose that’s why we had so many peculiar chairs and why I’m so good at mid-twentieth-century design. I can spot an Eames
         in a skip at a hundred paces, you know.
      

      
      Every morning when my father had gone to work, my mother went to the bottom of the garden and sat in a shed, which she called
         her ‘studio’, and made silver and enamel jewellery, which she sold to women’s boutiques. She had long, brown, thin fingers,
         nimble and precise; I remember she was terribly good at getting knots out of fine, silver chains. When she worked in her ‘studio’,
         she wore a navy denim artist’s smock and tied her hair up with a Liberty silk scarf. She was terribly elegant, even her feet
         were lovely. I suppose that’s why, when it came to fucking other women, my dad always chose fat blondes with big tits that
         jiggled when they giggled. My mother wasn’t very jiggly or giggly. She wasn’t very mumsy either. I had friends at school with
         mumsy mums: dumpy middle-aged women with bad perms and wide bums in slacks. When you went round to their houses you’d get
         sliced white toast with tinned baked beans and shop-made cakes. At our house you got gherkins. My mother had North European
         taste buds; she was a fiend for the smörgåsbord, so we ate Knackerbrot and pumpernickel, Emmenthal and salami. Sylvia didn’t
         believe in chips. I think she was the first person in Solihull to own a fondue set. I remember once we had reindeer meat;
         rather chewy, as I recall.
      

      
      
      They argued a lot, my parents. See, that’s the trouble with open-plan houses, you can hear every ashtray that gets hurled
         at the wall. According to my mother, my father, was ‘a drunken sot, full of promises but even fuller of shit’, whilst Mum,
         according to Dad, was ‘a tight-arsed, frigid bitch who wouldn’t know a good time if it came up and bit her on the bum’. Bang,
         smash, ‘Shh, you’ll wake Anna.’ But I was already awake, making Lego houses that had staircases, separate floors and doors
         you could close. Some days my mother wore sunglasses even though it was raining, and once my dad had to go to casualty to
         have his lip stitched up.
      

      
      In the summer of ’73, my dad had a pink convertible Thunderbird imported from America, but my mother crashed it trying to
         get it into the garage, which was a stupid thing to do because it was obviously too big.
      

      
      ‘Are you completely retarded, woman, or are you just blind?’

      
      Sylvia was on Valium; they used to dole it out like candy in the seventies. There was nothing really wrong with her, she was
         just ‘emotionally fragile’ the doctor said. Brian went on a lot of business trips; he was always away, usually in Denmark
         or Sweden. He was terribly unfaithful, you could almost smell it on him: air hostesses, secretaries, customers; he was a difficult
         man to resist, with a lot of personality and the money to match. Even when he got older and his sideboards began to look ridiculous,
         he was a ‘lady’s man’. It never bothered me, it was something I’d grown up with: Dad’s midnight fumblings with the front-door
         key, ‘Sorry I’m late, Sylvia,’ and my mother’s poisonous response, ‘Been playing with your little girlfriend, Brian? Been
         shagging Treacle, have we?’
      

      
      These rows would escalate like milk boiling over in a pan. ‘You’re a laughing stock, Brian, they’re laughing at you behind
         your back.’
      

      
      
      ‘You’re a vicious woman, Sylvia, you’ve got no heart. Is it any wonder I have to go elsewhere for comfort? You’ve never loved
         me, you’re not capable.’
      

      
      And they’d be up all night: Dad drinking brandy out of a balloon-shaped glass, Mum smoking long, white menthol cigarettes,
         her face slippery with Ponds cold cream.
      

      
      ‘You’re so transparent, Brian, it’s so obvious, it’s embarrassing. Christ knows why I put up with it.’

      
      ‘Ditto, cow.’

      
      ‘Bastard.’

      
      ‘Bitch.’

      
      Sometimes I’d wake up in the morning and find Dad lying under his big leather coat on the sheepskin rug in front of the fire.
         My mother would seem revitalised after a fight and would be humming round the breakfast bar making cinnamon toast. ‘Dried
         apricot anyone?’
      

      
      Other people’s relationships are a rule unto themselves. Personally I didn’t really blame my father. My mother, despite her
         social prowess, her charming ‘mine hostess trolley’ façade, was rather humourless; she found most people and most things vulgar
         and common, and she was the kind of woman who would never eat a melon without using a knife and fork. On the other hand Dad,
         despite having a melancholy side, was the life and soul of the party, always the first to arrive and the last to leave, and
         when he ate melons he ended up with sticky ears. My father liked to do things with gusto: he drank too much, ate too much
         and farted long and hard. He is dead, my dad. He died over-exerting his arteries whilst deflowering a chambermaid in a hotel
         in Aberdeen.
      

      
      My mother might have curled up and died of shame but she didn’t. She married a Swiss banker and lives in a cuckoo-clock chalet overlooking the shores of Lake Geneva and is, by all accounts, quite happy.
      

      
      So this is where I lived and how I lived until I became an adult, met my husband, married him and had two children.

      
      Last night I dreamt we were together again and it was all like it used to be. Everything was back to normal, we were all in
         the Pink House and even Nibbles was still alive.
      

   



      
      
      3

      
      Introducing Josephine
Alexandra Metcalf

      
      Anna used to make me feel so hockey-stickish; whenever I was with her I could feel my tights laddering. It was pointless sitting
         next to her, she was so lovely. By contrast I’d feel fatter and sweatier and as sexy as tapioca: imagine how Elton John must
         feel when he is sitting next to Elizabeth Hurley – that’s how it was with me and Anna Cunningham. Even on the days when I
         felt good about myself, I would bump into Anna and feel like a laundry-basket on legs. There have always been ‘Annas’ in my
         life; I remember girls at school who had the same casual air of superiority, girls whose blazer buttons didn’t dangle, girls
         who knew how to pluck their eyebrows properly and looked fantastic smoking.
      

      
      
      Some women are better than others at being female; they wear delicate jewellery and can do things with their hair. I have
         always been the type to wear a man’s watch and I have never in all my years managed to buy a handbag that matched my shoes.
      

      
      I am not a glamorous woman, I am not exotic, but I am intelligent and I have always been capable. Maybe it’s something to
         do with being tall, maybe it’s because I am the daughter of an army officer, or maybe it’s because, by comparison, there are
         so many fools about.
      

      
      I somehow felt like Anna’s big sister, which is silly really because in actual fact she is older than me; in the past you
         would never have believed that but these days it shows. It’s weird the way that women fall apart; she is unravelling like
         a woollen jumper. I can’t believe I was ever jealous of her, she has changed so much. Sometimes I have to think hard to remember
         her as she was.
      

      
      Grey-eyed, black-lashed Anna: the only woman over thirty who could get away with wearing a bikini. Dark-skinned Anna, with
         her ruby-red toenails and tattooed left shoulder blade that she would accidentally-on-purpose show off in company. Beautiful
         Anna, a modern-day Mona Lisa – smiling or smirking? Lucky Anna, wife and mother, smelling of Penhaligon’s Bluebell, sat cross-legged
         on the floor, bare brown feet in size four suede pumps the colour of butterscotch. Jesus, it just goes to show how fragile
         it all is … that happiness thing.
      

      
      She must be ten and a half stone now. Okay, I know it’s the pot calling the kettle stuff, but she’s only about five four and
         she’s got small bones. I’m eleven stone but I’m five ten and I’ve always been chunky – you can’t expect a woman with a size
         nine shoe to be petite. I am one of those blondes who looks useful on a playing field: beefy of shoulder, powerful of rump.
         I would have made a wonderful cut of meat. When I was younger, I would have killed to be like Anna. It’s always been rather an effort being me, having to make up for not being cute or sexy, for always dropping
         things and being the type of woman destined to walk with one foot in the gutter because the heel has broken off my shoe again.
         I realised when I was a teenager that I was in a ‘like-it-or-lump-it’ situation, so I set about developing a personality.
         If you are almost six foot and big-boned you don’t have much option; you cannot be convincing wearing Angora sweaters and
         being kittenish, so I became a ‘good sport’ and I have been ever since. Up until now. Now my patience is as thin as the flesh
         on a supermodel’s backside. I am at breaking point.
      

      
      I just wish she’d snap out of it. I can’t have her lolloping around on my sofa all day, just eating and crying and leaving
         balls of snotty toilet paper around the place. She’s driving Nigel mad. It’s not that I don’t have any sympathy, I do, but
         at the risk of sounding like some third-rate therapist, ‘You’ve got to move on.’
      

      
      I said to her yesterday, ‘Come on, Anna, why don’t you get dressed? It’s a beautiful day, you could go for a walk.’ Meaning,
         ‘Will you please get up off your backside and go and get some milk!’ She didn’t get it, of course; she spends most of her
         time pretending to be deaf. Basically she does sod-all, won’t lift a finger to help, can’t put a cereal bowl into the dishwasher;
         not because she’s physically incapable – if she’d had a stroke I might feel a bit more sympathetic – it’s just that she won’t.
      

      
      The only thing she does do with any enthusiasm is drink. She’s just drinking herself into oblivion. Now I don’t mind the occasional
         drink, but these days I know my limits, I’ve cut down. I try to stick to the guidelines they suggest in those pamphlets that
         you pick up from the doctor’s, you know the ones, Solvent Abuse Amongst Teenagers – Spotting The Signs, Meningitis – The Facts.
         I am a mother, it is my job to be vigilant. I reckon three units a day is sensible. Anyway, I’ve got enough problems with flyaway hair and the beginnings of a double chin without
         having to contend with a great big boozer’s nose.
      

      
      You don’t realise how dull pissed people are till you have to deal with them when you’re sober. Anna slurs and repeats herself
         and starts hiccuping, and truly I’m not mean (I sponsor a little poor kiddie from Africa – as if two of my own weren’t enough),
         but it annoys me when she opens really good bottles of red – you know, £8 jobbies – and spills most of it on the carpet. And
         if I find one more half-eaten sandwich on the stairs, I promise I’ll swing for the bitch.
      

      
      Shhh, listen to me. I’m not always so nasty, but I have a slight hormonal imbalance and my period is due. My breasts are lumpy,
         my knickers feel tight and no, oil of bleeding evening primrose doesn’t help.
      

      
      When she first told me everything, my jaw dropped to dislocation point and I literally dribbled. But when she tells it for
         the umpteenth time and you know the ending, which is basically her, off her face, wallowing in self-pity, dripping fag ash
         all over my Conran velvet sofa, well it makes me want to scream. It’s the way she blames everyone else apart from herself,
         like she had nothing to do with it! Mind you, it’s taught me a few lessons, one of them being that a friend in need is a right
         pain in the arse.
      

      
      I wish all this had happened to someone else. I don’t want to be involved any more. I want things to go back to how they used
         to be; I want things to be normal again. I am so bloody tired, sometimes I wish I had never met her, that she’d never moved
         into the Pink House. But it’s too late now. As my mother would say, ‘if wishes were wishes then pigs would fly’.
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      Stair Rods and Broken
Buddhas

      
      1989

      
      If walls could talk, eh?
      

      
      Every house has its secrets, so what a relief then that they can’t tell tales; that they can’t open blabbery mouths and spill
         beans all over the place like gossip lava. The ‘Pink House’, so called because it has been pink for as long as anyone can
         remember, used to belong to a titled lady, who went doolally tap and beat her companion with an ivory cane.
      

      
      ‘Myrtle, you’re a useless piece of old shit.’

      
      This is not nice language from anyone’s lips but when it is hissed by a wispy-haired octogenarian weighing a mere six and
         a half stone, it sounds more shocking than normal.
      

      
      
      ‘Did you hear what I said, cloth-ears?’

      
      ‘Yes, Lady Edwina.’

      
      Lady Edwina used to live in the Pink House with her husband, the celebrated game hunter and poker whiz, Sir Elliot Morgan,
         until he shook to death, all yellow with malaria, and left her alone, mad with grief and box upon box of handmade lingerie.
         They’d had a son, but he’d died in the Second World War – and what use is a son with his head blown off?
      

      
      Lady Edwina advertised in The Lady for a companion: ‘has to be good at cards’, she specified, and Myrtle arrived on the doorstep, with only the slightest whiff
         of the Elephant and Castle about her but otherwise ever so clean.
      

      
      Myrtle handled Edwina for a good number of years, diligently cutting crusts off cucumber sandwiches and forgoing tea-bags
         for sink-clogging Assam leaves. She was good with bad-tempered types, having been married to a publican whose face would regularly
         turn navy blue with rage. Myrtle hadn’t got any children because Tommy had once punched her that hard he’d ruptured her bits
         and pieces and that was that. Myrtle hand-washed Edwina’s fancy pants and buttoned her little kid gloves when they went for
         an occasional stroll and generally put up with all her silly nonsense.
      

      
      ‘That Queen Mother, Myrtle, she’s a bitch, never returns my calls. I tell you, if I ever come face-to-face with her, I’ll
         scratch her eyes out, fat-arsed cow.’
      

      
      Myrtle called out the doctor on a number of occasions but Lady Edwina wouldn’t see him, ‘the nigger houseboy’.

      
      Lady Edwina started cheating at cards; if Myrtle said anything she would get a whack on her head with the cane. ‘If I don’t
         keep my trap shut, I’ll end up with brain damage and be as nutty as her,’ she thought, and obediently played by whatever rules
         Lady Edwina decided to invent.
      

      
      
      ‘Today we shall play by the Grand Duke of Marmoris rules: threes are sixes until I say “torpedo” and then they become Jacks.
         Have you got that, you stinky old dunderhead?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, dear.’

      
      It could have been worse; Lady Edwina kept her continence right to the end, and she was always very well turned out, with
         a faceful of Max Factor, complete with pencilled-on eyebrows (she’d lost her original pair in a shaving craze back in the
         twenties) and a slash of vivid orange lipstick, ‘tangerine dream’.
      

      
      ‘No wonder your husband pegged out early, Myrtle, you’re a boot-faced old trout.’

      
      ‘Yes, dear – ow!’

      
      Edwina took to hitting Myrtle on the ankles, until she had to resort to elasticated bandages and thick hiking socks.

      
      That last winter, when Lady Edwina got a bad cough that went to her chest, Myrtle decided not to call the doctor. It wasn’t
         as if she was putting a pillow over Edwina’s face. At night she had to plug her ears with cotton wool so that she couldn’t
         hear the old lady hawking and raving in the next room. She’d been quite impossible for months now, keeping cheese under the
         bed because of the Russians, refusing to have her nails filed until they had grown sharp and yellow and left jagged scratches
         down Myrtle’s face. ‘I’m a tiger, Myrtle, and I’m going to tear all the flesh off your horrid old bones, you plip plop.’ She
         hid in cupboards and behind doors and giggled when Myrtle tripped over the things she’d left on the stairs. Myrtle was rather
         near-sighted; one day she fell a full flight and her ladyship laughed until a little bit of wee dribbled into the gusset of
         her silk camis.
      

      
      ‘You’re a bad girl, Edwina, I’m going to have to give you a smack.’

      
      That was the last straw really, the fight on the landing: Lady Edwina clawing Myrtle’s face, snatching at her bun, Myrtle stamping on her ladyship’s little feet and boxing her ears. In
         the end they were fencing with brass stair rods and the china Buddha on the windowsill was decapitated in the process.
      

      
      She didn’t last much longer, didn’t Edwina; she was never the same after the fight, then she got the cough that turned into
         pneumonia and then she died. The day that Myrtle found Edwina slightly stiff beneath the counterpane (she didn’t hold with
         duvets, didn’t Lady Edwina) she simply pulled the sheet over her friend’s head and went downstairs for a cup of hot chocolate
         before phoning the doctor.
      

      
      There was a post-mortem because her ladyship had died at home, but it was decided that natural causes were to blame, and as
         for the broken arm, well little old ladies are forever knocking their brittle little limbs. Whoops, snap.
      

      
      Lady Edwina left a will. Myrtle got the big mahogany cabinet, all inlaid with mother-of-pearl giraffes and a donkey sanctuary
         got the rest.
      

      
      It was spiteful really. Lady Edwina knew that Myrtle was frightened of the cabinet, and neither of them could abide donkeys
         for that matter, but when the nice man came from Peckham to value it, he offered her five hundred pounds on the spot – cash.
         Myrtle accepted his very kind offer, went straight to the nearest travel agent and booked herself a two week all-in holiday
         at a posh hotel in Grand Canary. When she got back, she moved into a nice little sheltered accommodation unit just off the
         Borough High Street and regularly thrashed all the other old dears at gin rummy.
      

      
      Several months later, had you happened to glance upon a Sotheby’s auction catalogue, you’d have seen the giraffe cabinet with
         its reserve price of fifteen thousand pounds.
      

      
      You win some, you lose some.

      
      
      The Pink House was on the market, ‘A superb specimen of late Georgian architecture. Beautifully proportioned five-bedroom
         house in need of some modernisation. Large mature garden, off-street parking, early viewing recommended. 5 bds, 2 bthrms,
         ktchn, diner, dble living rm, many orig feats’.
      

      
      People view houses for all sorts of reasons. Some have no intention of buying, they are just being nosy; occasionally people
         will thieve small items – an ornament, a silver spoon, maybe a little clock – from behind the estate agent’s back. Happens
         all the time.
      

      
      Three weeks after the ‘For Sale’ board went up outside the Pink House, it was sold. A couple called the Cunninghams bought
         it, pipping a BBC Radio 1 producer to the post.
      

      
      ‘Congratulations Mr and Mrs Cunningham, I hope you’ll be very happy here.’

      
      ‘Bet they won’t,’ whispered the walls, but no one heard.
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      Monkey Keanu and
Baked-Potato Bottoms

      
      As soon as Anna set foot in the Pink House, she turned to the estate agent and said, ‘I want it, very, very badly.’ For a moment,
         Adrian thought it might be his lucky day. He’d heard rumours of this sort of thing, the housing business was rife with them.
         After all, estate agents are one up on window cleaners, they haven’t got chappy hands. Estate agents have manicured fingers
         that they can run up and down a twenty-denier tight without leaving a tell-tale snag. Adrian had read about this sort of thing
         in the magazines he bought from petrol stations. Bored housewives in red bras looking for a little afternoon’s distraction;
         cheaper than mooching round Harvey Nichols and more fun than a stretch-and-tone class at the gym. They were at it like rabbits
         apparently. Adrian looked at Anna: he wouldn’t chuck this one out the bed for farting, mind you, she had to be at least six
         months pregnant. Still, if she was already up the duff, then … He’d have to enter her from behind, doggy style; wouldn’t do
         to get on top and squash that little baby.
      

      
      ‘Of course, I’ll have to get my husband over.’

      
      Blimey, he was out of his depth with this one. Adrian’s erection retracted like one of those old-fashioned tape measures.

      
      ‘But I’m sure he’ll be very interested. He likes me to be happy and I know I could be happy living here.’

      
      ‘Ah, ah, aha,’ stuttered Adrian, the penny dropping almost audibly. Well, that was a relief anyway; he reminded himself he
         was engaged. Adrian’s fiancée was a twenty-five-year-old girl who managed a branch of Russell and Bromley and, let’s face
         it, a twenty-five per cent discount on a decent pair of men’s leather brogues is almost worth being faithful for.
      

      
      The buying and selling of houses is a fraught business. ‘I want’ doesn’t always get, but the Cunninghams were lucky; the man
         they were up against for the Pink House had the sale of his flat fall through when the prospective buyers realised it was
         bang slap next door to a needle exchange and decided to move to the Cotswolds instead.
      

      
      Adrian phoned Anna. ‘You’ve got it, Mrs Cunningham, you’ve got the Pink House.’ Anna laughed for a good ten minutes and the
         baby inside her did a celebratory lap of honour around her womb. Adrian was pleased, and with some of his commission he had
         a pair of shoes handmade by Joseph Lobb, which pissed his fiancée off no end.
      

      
      The Cunninghams moved in on a Tuesday. It was two months since Lady Edwina had been cremated and several days before Myrtle was due back from the Canaries. It was April, not a bad time to move – or go to the Canaries for that matter.
      

      
      ‘Can you watch what you’re doing with that box.’ Anna’s husband Chris tried to sound authoritative but his voice rose to a
         squeak.
      

      
      Really, could the man not read? It said on the side, in big permanent marker, CHINA.

      
      Chris Cunningham would have liked to have taken the whole day off work. What with the wife being pregnant, it didn’t seem
         fair.
      

      
      ‘Oh, just go, I don’t need you under my feet all day. If you don’t go you won’t have a job and then where will we be? Up shit
         creek, that’s where. Go on, fuck off!’
      

      
      Chris didn’t like it when Anna swore; it didn’t seem very nice, especially now, now that the foetus she was carrying was big
         enough to have ears. He kissed his wife and left a bit of boiled egg in her dark hair. ‘Bye bye, Anna, toodleloo, Pandora,
         be a good girl for Mummy.’ Pandora cried when her daddy left, she always did; boring really, three years old and already a
         creature of habit.
      

      
      Jo Metcalf (number ninety-five), cardigan buttoned wrongly and dog’s lead in hand, watched the Cunninghams move in. She noticed
         that the woman was very pretty and very pregnant and that the husband was on the corpulent side, whilst the child could only
         be described as ‘chunky’. Jo hovered, the husband kissed the wife – who reacted as if a fly had landed on her neck – and the
         little girl followed him across the front garden and waved him off as he reversed his BMW out of the drive. Not many houses
         down the Grove had off-street parking – another perk to living in the Pink House. Jo allowed herself a moment’s peevishness,
         ‘not fair’. As the ginger-haired man drove off, Jo caught the woman’s eye and she smiled her most welcoming ‘I’m a mum, too, I know what it’s like’ smile, that conspiratorial grimace that
         women give each other in supermarkets when their kids are having tantrums and are lying on the floor black in the face. But
         the woman didn’t smile back; maybe she was short-sighted, and the thought of her having to wear glasses cheered Jo up.
      

      
      She tugged at the lead. Time to get home, have some breakfast; Jo was on a diet, the side effect being she was constantly
         ravenous and headachy. It made her bad-tempered, not eating; she had already snapped at Georgina, but then Georgina at four
         would try the patience of Mother Teresa. Jo snorted at the thought of the saint of Calcutta. She’d not had kids, had she?
         No wonder she was so bloody patient, she wasn’t covered in stretch marks. For a second, Jo visualised the unworldly one with
         leaking breasts and itching piles; huh, that’d soon wipe the smile off her smug face.
      

      
      At that moment Gloria deposited a pooh on the pavement. Good job she was a dog. Jo dragged the Westie off by the throat. Maybe
         Georgina would make friends with the little plump girl; they were about the same age, that would be nice. Mind you, Georgina
         wasn’t the friendliest of little girls. Jo’s head started to thump as she thought about her daughter. The word ‘bitch’ sprang
         into her mouth but she swallowed it. You can’t accuse a four-year-old of being a bitch. But she was … ‘difficult’. Not ten
         minutes ago when she dropped her off at the nursery, Mrs Lomax had requested ‘a word’.
      

      
      ‘It’s about Georgina: she’s been nipping.’

      
      ‘Oh, no.’

      
      ‘I’m afraid that’s not all. Yesterday, she was found with both hands around Avril’s neck and the poor little thing’s eyes
         were bulging.’
      

      
      
      ‘Of course I’ll apologise to the mother.’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t worry, she’s dead.’

      
      ‘But still …’

      
      ‘Avril is the nursery-school rabbit. You were actually on the rota to have her next half-term but considering recent circumstances
         I think it’s better we don’t risk it.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, of course. So what shall I do?’

      
      ‘If you could have a word? Georgina may only be four but she’s quite bright. I think she knows she’s being nasty.’

      
      Oh, great, fretted Jo, I can just see that on her report. ‘Georgina is clever but a vicious, manipulative little cow’.

      
      I’ve never had anything like this with Henry, thought Jo, whilst Gloria stopped for a wee – it was worse than taking a granny
         on a motorway, going out with Gloria. Henry’s never been cruel … too wet, I suppose. Jo didn’t like thinking horrible things
         about her children, but there was an honesty switch in her head that had a habit of going into overdrive.
      

      
      That’s the problem with motherhood, you have to stick up for your kids. Mothers speak in a code: ‘she’s very artistic’ – translation:
         she can’t read. ‘She’s very imaginative’ – she’s a lying, two-faced slag. ‘He’s a kind and gentle lad’ – he’s a snivelling
         coward. ‘She’s a happy child’ – she’s fat. Mothers may privately think what they like about their children but they must never
         voice these thoughts; speaking the truth about your kids is the last unbroken social taboo.
      

      
      Jo was outside her own house now and she looked up at where she lived. It was very big but rather brown compared to the Pink
         House; it looked like it was wearing a sensible school uniform as opposed to the extravagance of the Pink House’s party dress.
         She fumbled for her keys, which were at the bottom of her bag. As she fished around she found a bag of milk chocolate buttons
         and before you could say ‘low fat, high fibre’, she’d emptied them down her neck. Fuck it, might as well have bacon and eggs now.
      

      
      At that moment, Nigel came stomping down the stairs. ‘This house is a bloody tip, Jo. When’s that new au pair arriving?’

      
      ‘Couple of weeks,’ his wife replied, hoping her husband wouldn’t get close enough to smell the chocolate on her breath.

      
      The Metcalfs had been unlucky with their help; they’d had to let the last one go when they realised that she’d been offering
         blowjobs for a tenner in the gents toilets of the pub opposite. They’d packed her back off to Liverpool. Anyway Nigel hadn’t
         wanted the children picking up a Scouse accent, ‘Verbal equivalent of having head lice,’ he’d said. Ta-ra Tamsin, with your
         dyed-yellow hair and love bites.
      

      
      Nigel was tucking his shirt into his trousers; he was only a couple of pounds heavier than when they’d first met. Still, he
         hadn’t carted two babies around, had he? Anyway, he was sporty, actually enjoyed it: badminton, squash, swimming – he was
         naturally competitive and had a collection of silver cups to prove it. Jo had done an exercise video once but had put her
         neck out so badly that she’d had to spend three hundred quid seeing a chiropractor twice a week for a couple of months. ‘And
         that was just from getting the cellophane off it,’ Nigel always joked. Sometimes he could be a bit mean.
      

      
      ‘The new people have moved into the Pink House,’ Jo grunted. She was picking up the dungarees Georgina had refused to wear
         for nursery from the floor in the hall. ‘Maybe we should invite them over for supper.’
      

      
      ‘What the hell for precisely?’

      
      Nigel couldn’t see the point in making new friends; he hardly had time for the ones he already had. Nigel’s social circle
         consisted of a small, hand-picked selection of chaps who individually suited his different moods: there was Roger to play tennis with, Bob who was always up for a couple of rounds of golf, Sam with whom
         he discussed football and cars, and his one, left-over childhood friend, the obligatory blast from the past, Keith. That was
         quite enough, especially if you considered the amount of people he had to socialise with in the course of his work: agents,
         producers, writers – boozers one and all. Nigel was quite happy to get pissed with these people but he didn’t really want
         them in his home. Most of them would be rather surprised to find out he was married with kids.
      

      
      Nigel was expertly applying a Paul Smith tie around his neck. Slightly too short to be really handsome, he was like a pocketsized
         matinée idol and always very well dressed. Nigel liked his shirts very white and very starched so he took them to a professional
         cleaner. Jo was the kind of woman who couldn’t be trusted not to hurl a pair of navy knickers into a whites-only wash.
      

      
      ‘Listen, Jo, I can’t stand here yakking on, some of us have got to get to work. I’ll see you tonight. Might be late – I’ll
         call.’
      

      
      Nigel didn’t consider what Jo did for a living as work. As far as he was concerned, she sat on her backside in a second-hand
         bookshop, waiting for customers to spend fifty pence on an out-of-print Jilly Cooper.
      

      
      ‘See you when I see you.’

      
      Nigel wasn’t faithful to his wife. It wasn’t intentional, these things just happened – and kept on happening. It wasn’t something
         they discussed.
      

      
      Back up the road, removal men in brown overalls were swarming round the Pink House, up and down the front steps, unloading
         the van. Anna thought one of them looked a bit like Keanu Reeves, but only a bit and only from a certain angle. In fact, imagine
         if Keanu had been born in Deptford and never been to an orthodontist – that’s what he looked like. Mind you, viewed from another
         angle he looked like a roll-up-smoking monkey. As ‘Monkey Keanu’ brushed past Anna in the hallway, he said, ‘Get us a cup
         of tea, darling.’
      

      
      ‘Please,’ said Anna, and she wasn’t sure but she thought she might have felt the slightest pat on her bottom. ‘Cheeky bugger.’

      
      All the furniture from the old house looked too small for the Pink House and some of it Anna would gladly have put an axe
         through. It was a good job her husband earned a lot of money and that her father had croaked a few years back and left her
         a decent-sized pile; she had a lot of things she needed to buy. Anna fenced her daughter into a corner of the dining-room
         with heavy boxes and went to make the blokes a cup of tea. They all took sugar; ‘Monkey Keanu’ took three. ‘You’ll get fat,’
         she said, and he laughed and poked his tongue out at her. There were little shreds of tobacco on the end of it.
      

      
      At lunchtime, Anna went out and fetched fish and chips; it seemed like a nice thing to do and anyway, she had to feed her
         daughter. Pandora was starving; she’d already chomped her way through a packet of Jaffa Cakes and then she’d gone and helped
         herself to one of the old boys’ tin-foil-wrapped packed lunch. She was halfway though a cheese-and-onion sandwich when Anna
         had found her, tears streaming down her face and bits of onion hanging out of her mouth. Worse than a puppy.
      

      
      Anna unwrapped the fish and chips. All the blokes had settled themselves in the kitchen, there was nowhere left for Anna to
         sit. Monkey Keanu caught sight of her dithering with a plate of cod and offered her his lap. ‘Here, missus, sit on this.’
         All the men laughed, Anna went pink and Pandora pushed her chips into her face as fast as she possibly could.
      

      
      
      After lunch – ‘Very nice, Mrs C’ – Anna made the blokes sort out Pandora’s bedroom, and once she’d found some sheets and a
         duvet she put the child down for a nap. For a while she sat and stared at her daughter, until Pandora started to dribble and
         a little bubble of snot billowed out of her left nostril every time she exhaled. Anna hoped she’d be clever, it was her only
         option having missed out in the looks department. Anna was suddenly rather tired so she sat and read a bit of newspaper that
         lay on top of one of the umpteen cardboard boxes. That Princess Di was looking ever so scraggy. But then everyone looks skinny
         when you’re eight months pregnant. Anna went out on to the landing; she had to watch her step, some of the stair rods had
         gone missing and the carpet was lethal.
      

      
      ‘Watch yourself, missus,’ said Keanu. He was coming up the stairs with a crate marked BATHROOM. Anna squeezed up against the
         wall; she was standing where the stairs went widest following the curve of the wall down to the ground floor. The next thing
         she knew, he had put down the crate, narrowly missing her foot, and with one thigh pressed against the case so as not to let
         it fall, he pushed himself against her and shoved his tongue in her mouth, all fishy and chippy and faggy. Anna hadn’t tasted
         anything so delicious for a long time; it was better than Belgian chocolate, better than tandoori chicken tikka, better than
         a bacon sandwich smothered in brown sauce. There they stood, snogging like teenagers in a bus shelter, the heavy metal of
         his belt buckle digging into her vast belly, mmmgh, slurp, mmmugh, then, ‘Mummee, come and wipe my bottee,’ and the mood was
         broken. Anna pushed past the bloke, whose real name was Kevin, and rushed to the bathroom, where Pandora sat with her flowery
         blue knickers around her thick ankles. Pandora slid off the toilet and bent over so that her mother could wipe her clean:
         her bottom looked like a great big chilli-filled baked potato. Anna sat there with a load of poohy bog roll in her hand and sniggered,
         which made the little girl look anxious.
      

      
      The blokes left at four o’clock. ‘See ya,’ said Monkey Keanu, and winked.

      
      Anna’s husband Chris came back just after six. ‘I’ve picked up some fish and chips,’ he said and waited for Anna to be grateful.

      
      The first night the Cunninghams slept in their new house, Anna woke up at three o’clock to see her daughter standing in the
         doorway of the bedroom.
      

      
      ‘For Christ’s sake, Pandora, what is it?’

      
      ‘Done a wee,’ the fat child replied, and Anna hauled the cargo of her thirty-two-week pregnancy out of the bed and clenched
         her teeth.
      

      
      ‘Me sleep with Daddy,’ said the pudding-featured one, and thudded her way over to where her father lay whistling slightly
         down his long nose.
      

      
      ‘Suit yourself, you little pisser.’

      
      Really, this was all she needed. Vast with unborn baby, a house full of packing cases and a three-year-old who had suddenly
         decided to deposit steamy, wet patches that stank to high heaven before drying into dark yellow rings on the sheets.
      

      
      ‘She’s disorientated,’ said Chris. ‘Children don’t like change.’

      
      They don’t like seeing strangers snog their mummies on the stairs either. Anna wondered if Pandora had seen her, but she persuaded
         herself that she hadn’t; in fact she almost managed to persuade herself it hadn’t happened at all, that she’d just imagined
         it. But she knew deep down what she’d done; she could still taste his roll-up breath on her lips a week later. Bad Anna.
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      Bleeding Honeymoons

      
      I shouldn’t have done it, but I did. That was the first thing I did wrong. I married Chris Cunningham when I was twenty-three.
      

      
      Why?

      
      Because he was a nice bloke and he had a full-time job like a grown-up. I think he was the first man I’d ever been out with
         who had an overcoat, a proper one with a silk lining and a chained loop thing to hang it up with. He had money and I didn’t;
         let’s face it I wasn’t to know my dad was going to cark it a couple of years later and leave me a shed load of cash. If I’d
         known that … Oh listen, if I was a bloody mindreader I wouldn’t be where I am now.
      

      
      
      I’m not cut out for not having any money. Some people like living on Cup a Soup, wearing lots of jumpers from charity shops
         to keep out the cold and hand-rolling their own cigarettes. I can’t abide all that nonsense. Not that I’m particularly high-maintenance;
         I’m not one of those women who spends every morning in the hairdresser’s then lunches in a restaurant where Lady Di used to
         go, eating raw fish or stick insects or whatever’s in fashion this week.
      

      
      I’d been out with loads of blokes before Chris and slept with even more; you did in those days. Back in the seventies even
         nice girls with A-levels were allowed to be slags. He asked me once, ‘How many men before me?’ I lied, I said, ‘Twelve.’ He
         looked a bit shocked, went pink. It’s terrible when Chris goes pink, he’s one of those strawberry-blond, fair-skinned blokes,
         losing his hair, and when he goes pink he looks like a giant baby about to burst into tears. His pinkness got on my nerves.
         When we went on our honeymoon to Antigua he got sunstroke, just lay in our hotel room with his teeth chattering like clockwork
         mice. I couldn’t stand it; in the end I went out, drank a load of cocktails. There was a tequila slammer thing going on, it
         was fantastic, like being pissed in the middle of a gunfight. I have a horrible feeling I snogged a waiter, which is a bit
         naughty when you’re on your honeymoon, but there you go. I’ve always been a snogger and unfortunately whenever I snogged Chris,
         it felt like I was snogging twelve stone of luncheon meat. Christopher’s middle name is Robin – I ask you!
      

      
      I met Chris in a wine bar – that’s how people met in the eighties – he was wearing a silly tie and he wasn’t my type: he smelt
         of Wright’s Coal Tar Soap and looked like the kind of man who cleaned out his ears with a cotton bud. We slept together that
         night and he apologised in the morning, said he ‘didn’t normally do it on first dates.’ I remember laughing and saying, ‘Really, I expect to do it in the carpark. What am I meant to do, wait
         till next Friday?’
      

      
      He laughed then, too, because he thought I was joking and Chris is very polite; he laughs at people’s jokes, even when they’re
         not funny, he will laugh to fill silences. I didn’t think I’d bother seeing him again, but for some reason I did. He really
         was very nice; he was straight, solvent and continent – something that should never be underestimated. He was also a gentleman;
         he lit my cigarettes even though he didn’t smoke, and in the early days he always left the room to fart. What more can you
         ask? I just wish I’d fancied him more.
      

      
      The trouble with Christopher Robin is that he just isn’t very sexy, never has been. He once told me that when he was a teenager
         nobody fancied him and the only girls he ever got off with were on the verge of alcohol-induced comas; the cider-sodden unlovelies
         slumped in dark corners at the tail end of parties, with their chewed fingernails and pubic perms. Chris remembers his first
         French kiss; it was with a girl called Jackie Trennerman, a fifth-form fatty in a cheesecloth shirt and homemade maxi skirt
         with a frill round the hem. I never met her but I can picture her, slack-jawed on a sofa, bright blue eyeshadow and smudged
         mascara, Pernod-ed up to the eyeballs, in no state to argue. Poor old pissed Jackie Trennerman. Apparently 10CC were playing
         I’m Not In Love when Chris moved in; her mouth was hanging open anyway so he shoved his tongue right down the back of her throat and inevitably
         she threw up all over him. Exit Christopher reeking of Pernod and Cheesy Wotsits. He has never been any good at snogging ever
         since. When Chris kissed me I imagined his tongue in my mouth like an albino slug and it was all I could do to stop myself
         biting it in half.
      

      
      
      My first French kiss was with Janie Conway’s cousin on a William Morris print beanbag in their sun lounge. We were only mucking
         about, fighting over a Blue Ribbon bar, when he started kissing me, and Janie Conway, who was very thin and still wore a vest,
         started shouting, ‘Stop it, Clive, stop it!’ The only other thing I remember about the Conways was the big freezer that they
         kept in the garage. Mrs Conway was very proud of that freezer and would tell anyone who would listen that at any one time
         there was always a sheep and a pig in it and a hundred and fifty fish-fingers, ‘Because you never know.’ Oh yes, and she had
         a funny rake thing for grooming the shagpile carpets. Years later, she got Alzheimer’s but apparently she still kept the house
         very neat; couldn’t remember if she’d just cleaned the kitchen, you see, so she did it again. It was sparkling apparently.
      

      
      My mum was thrilled when Chris and I got together, though I think she was surprised. Up until then I’d been out with all sorts
         of nutters: mad Irish piss-head poets, Australian junkies, biker boys with steel pins in their legs, inarticulate grunters
         and shruggers, border-line imbeciles with skinny arses. Men whose life skills hardly went beyond joint-rolling and signing-on.
         ‘But what does his father do?’ To be honest I think she’d given up, I was very soiled goods.
      

      
      I didn’t really enjoy my wedding day, I remember feeling rather bored halfway through. It was my fault; I’d kept it deliberately
         low key because I didn’t want my mother interfering. I couldn’t be bothered with marquees on the lawn so we did it in a registry
         office, but at least it was Chelsea Town Hall. It was raining and I remember the wedding party that came in after us looked
         a lot more fun and had better hats, big ones with feathers. I wore a cream satin two-piece, it was a bit pokey on the hips.
      

      
      
      ‘Do you Anna Louise Redfern take Christopher Robin (snigger) Cunningham?’

      
      ‘Oh, I suppose so.’

      
      Afterwards, on the steps, some idiot relative of Chris’s threw soggy confetti at me and it stained the jacket, which really
         pissed me off. After the photos (terrible, in some of them I am actually snarling) we all went back to Chris’s bachelor flat
         in Battersea for champagne and something to eat. The cake was this hideous twotiered affair that Chris’s mother had got a
         girl in the village to make; it was covered all over with those lethal silver balls that break your teeth and the white icing
         was grubby round the edges.
      

      
      I don’t remember much about speeches, but I do remember that Chris’s clan broke out into some ghastly Welsh song which was
         almost worth it for the look on my mother’s face. The next day we flew to the Caribbean, and I started my period ten days
         early, thirty-five thousand feet above sea level.
      

      
      Have you ever been to Antigua? It’s a dump.

      
      The label on this bottle of wine says that it is a full-bodied red made from Syrah grapes, grown near Narbonne and that it
         is best served at room temperature. ‘This wine is an ideal partner for red meat dishes, especially beef, and it will also
         stand up to strong hard cheese’. Bollocks to it, I am swigging it out of the bottle whilst eating spaghetti hoops straight
         from the tin and, personally, I find the tomato-ketchuppy ringworms an ideal accompaniment to the ripe cassis and smooth-rounded
         tannins of the ripe red wine. It also says on the bottle that ‘once opened the wine will remain in good condition for up to
         two days, if resealed and stored in a cool place’. Well, that’s a laugh.
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      Gossip and Gloria

      
      Don’t decades fly when you’re having fun? It is only recently that every day seems to last two weeks.
      

      
      I first met Anna about ten years ago when they bought the Pink House. I was rather jealous, I’d always fancied it myself.
         Not that there’s anything wrong with ours, if anything it’s bigger, it’s just that there’s something rather glamorous about
         having a pink house, very Schiaparelli.
      

      
      Ours is handsome and solid and it has five floors. I’ve had the garden landscaped so it’s all Japanese, which is fine if you
         like ponds full of dead koi carp floating belly up and lots of gravel for cats to pooh in, but there you go; the price of
         style.
      

      
      The Pink House is halfway up the hill, nearer to the squats at the top than we are. Criminal, isn’t it? Perfectly fine Georgian houses at the top of one of the most sought-after roads in
         South London and they let a load of grubby New-Age travellers take over! All goats in the front garden, white blokes with
         dreadlocks, blankets over the windows and broken-down cars painted like rainbows – it’s always bloody rainbows, isn’t it?
         Anyway, they’ve cleared them out now and they’ve been tarted up, so that’s sent the house prices rocketing. Sorry, where was
         I? Ten years ago, you had the grungies up at the top and then a bit further down the coloured houses looking like massive
         Mr Kipling Fondant Fancies; a pale yellow one, a white one, an ice-blue one and then the pink one. They’re well known locally,
         in fact one of them was used as a location for a film and we all got rather used to seeing that Nigel Havers. Funny little
         fellow, very thin; looked like he was made out of pipe cleaners.
      

      
      Back then, I had a little dog, a Westie. It wasn’t mine, it was my son Henry’s but, of course, muggins ended up walking the
         silly thing. Mind you, there’s nothing like having a dog for getting the low-down on what’s happening locally. Dog people
         are terrible gossips and I do love gossip.
      

      
      The great thing about dogs is that you can’t walk three steps without them stopping for a wee or to smell some other mutt’s
         wee. Gloria was a terrible one for wees; she must have had a bladder the size of a peanut. So she’d stop and I’d stand there,
         just innocently looking about – admittedly with my glasses on – and it’s incredible what you pick up. This is quite a posh
         road. People don’t have net curtains as a rule; we like to show our worldly goods to the passing pleb. What’s the point in
         having a stuffed crocodile running the breadth of your sitting-room wall if people can’t look in and say, ‘Oh my goodness,
         they’ve got a stuffed crocodile’? I find it all quite fascinating, these little glimpses into other people’s worlds; a man
         with his shirt untucked, reaching into the fridge for a bottle of beer after a hard day, a woman with a teething, red-faced baby, standing by the window.
      

      
      Apparently the Pink House used to be owned by some old biddy, one of those grey-haired genteel types, tea at four in a china
         cup, old Empire sorts. She lived there with a companion; just two little old ladies, a great deal of carved ebony furniture
         and a large collection of Buddhas. Rumour has it she went gaga. She started swearing every time she opened her mouth, the
         silver spoon turned into a sewer, and she began attacking her companion – you can’t let them do that sort of thing. Then she
         got pneumonia and popped her clogs and the house went on the market. I heard all this from the homosexual at number seventy-seven;
         nice man, died of AIDS about three years ago. It was ghastly, he had this beautiful red setter and a face full of Kaposi’s.
         Last time I saw him he must have weighed seven stone; he blamed it on a Russian sailor. I’ve no idea what happened to the
         dog.
      

      
      It wasn’t on the market for long, the Pink House. I watched the removal van arrive and I saw a woman with a fat child of about
         four and even though she was quite heavily pregnant she moved like a dancer. I was surprised when I saw him, all suited up,
         and at first it didn’t connect that he was the husband. She looked like she should have been married to someone else, like
         a pop star; someone with a ponytail and Cuban-heeled cowboy boots! But then, lots of couples don’t match – me and Nigel for
         a start. People always expect him to have a younger, prettier wife, but tough, he’s stuck with me. Why? Possibly because I
         turn a blind eye to his unfaithfulness and make the best banoffee pie this side of Milan. Poor Nigel, he thinks I don’t know
         about his extra-maritals. Men can be idiots sometimes. The thing is, it doesn’t bother me, I’m not the jealous type. I don’t
         even blame him really; I imagine he has a higher sex drive than I have. I’m rather lazy about sex, it always surprises me when I enjoy it. I don’t think I’m as adventurous as Nigel would like; I feel
         rather foolish in stockings and suspenders, my thighs spill like blancmange over the tops. I don’t have fantasies either.
         To be truthful, I think sex is a beautiful person’s game. I’m not saying it should be made illegal if you’re not a Calvin
         Klein model, but there is something rather sordid about middle-aged couples rolling around making loud noises. For example,
         I can imagine Kate Moss looking rather
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Look closely, and you’ll see nothing
is as perfect as it seems.





