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			Chapter One

			By the time the suicide victim had been cleared from the Piccadilly Line and normal service had resumed, I was, inevitably and irrevocably, half an hour late. As the train lurched out of the tunnel where it had slumbered peacefully the while and picked up speed—quite alarming speed actually, and wobbling precariously, as if perhaps a shoe or some garment was still in its path—I glanced feverishly at my watch. Half-past one. Half-past one! I went hot. I mean, naturally my heart went out to the deceased man—or woman even; we hadn’t been told the gender, just a rather macabre announcement over the Tannoy about a “person on the line”—but why did it have to be my line? Why not the Jubilee or the Bakerloo? Why, with unerring accuracy, did the severely depressed have to pick the blue one—for the second time this year? It was almost as if they saw me coming. Saw me happily applying the eyeliner and the lip gloss in my bathroom, chuckling away to Terry Wogan, merrily swapping grubby trainers for a pair of high heels, putting on my good suede jacket for a foray into the West End and thought—yikes, if she’s getting out and about, if she’s having a good time, that’s it, I’m out of here, I’m toast—and hurled themselves into the path of an oncoming train.

			Which is an extremely selfish and uncharitable reaction to a truly tragic event, Imogen Cameron, I told myself severely as I got off at the next stop and hurried up the escalator. Sorry, God. I raised my eyes sheepishly to heaven. Even as I did, though, I knew I was cutting a secret deal with Him. Knew I was admitting to being a guilty sinner in return for Him making it go well with the guy I was about to meet and oh, sorry, God again, but oh Christ—I was going to be so late!

			I raced out of the tube entrance and down Piccadilly in the direction of Albemarle Street. Late, for my first meeting—first lunch, nay—with anyone who’d ever shown even the remotest interest in my work: a gallery owner, no less, who’d casually mentioned exhibiting my paintings in a private view and who’d offered to buy me lunch, discuss terms, but who, under the circumstances—I glanced at my watch again—had probably got bored of waiting and scarpered. In desperation I hitched up my skirt, clutched my handbag to my chest and for all the world like Dame Kelly Holmes sprinting for the line, jutted out my chin and hurtled through the pinstripes.

			I’d met him at Kate’s last week, at a seriously smart drinks party surrounded by her fearfully social friends. There’d been buckets of pink champagne sloshing around, and since Alex and I were on an economy drive and only knocked back the cheapest plonk these days, I’d got stuck in. By the time Kate sashayed up with the gallery owner, introducing me as “my artist friend across the street who does the most fabulous paintings,” I was practically seeing double. She’d then proceeded to lure him into her study—simultaneously tugging me along with her—to admire a rather hectic oil she had loyally hanging above her desk. Not one of my best.

			“Yes…” He’d peered closely, then, as if that sort of proximity was a bit alarming, stepped back sharply. He flicked back his floppy chestnut waves and nodded contemplatively. “Yes, it’s charming. It has a certain naïve simplicity—” or was it a simple naïvety?—“that one doesn’t always come across these days, but which, personally, I embrace.”

			He’d turned from the picture to look me up and down in a practised manner, taking in my wild blonde hair and flushed cheeks. I was delighted to hear he embraced simplicity as there was plenty more where that came from, and I beamed back drunkenly.

			“Tell me, do you exhibit a lot?”

			I didn’t, not ever. Well, not unless you counted that time in a pub in Parsons Green where me and three other painter friends had paid for the upstairs room ourselves and only our mothers had turned up, and once in a converted church in the country where I’d put the wrong day on the flyers so no one came at all, and was about to tell him as much when Kate chipped in, “Yes, quite a lot, don’t you, Imo? But not so much recently. Not since that carping critic in the Times burbled on about the possibility of over-exposure.”

			She took a drag of her cigarette and blew the smoke out over his head as I regarded her in abject amazement. That she could tell such flagrant lies, standing there in her Chanel dress and her Mikimoto pearls, but then Kate hadn’t just been named Most Promising Newcomer at the Chelsea Players Theatre, her very upmarket am-dram group, for nothing, and continued to smile her sweet patron-of-the-arts smile and fix him with her baby-blue eyes. He buckled under the pressure, swept back his waves and turned to the painting again.

			“Yes, well, critics are a loathsome bunch,” he growled. “Don’t know their arses from their elbows, and certainly don’t know talent when it hits them in the face. I should know,” he added bitterly. He drew himself up importantly and slipped a hand into the inside pocket of his tastefully distressed corduroy jacket.

			“Casper Villiers,” he purred, pressing a card into my hand, his dark eyes smouldering into mine. “Let’s do lunch. I’m planning a mixed media exhibition in the summer, and I need an abstract artist. Say Tuesday, one o’clock at the Markham? Bring your portfolio.”

			And off he sauntered, just pausing to shoot me another hot stare over his shoulder as he relieved a passing waiter of a glass of Kate’s excellent champagne. I hadn’t liked to tell him that the “abstract” art before him was in fact an extremely figurative hay cart in an extremely figurative barley field and that I didn’t even possess a portfolio, I’d just felt my knees buckle.

			“Seriously influential,” Kate hissed in my ear. “Knows literally everyone in the art world and can pull all sorts of strings. Rather cute too, don’t you think?”

			“Very!” I gasped back as, at that moment, my husband had sauntered up, looking amused, but never proprietary.

			“Pulled?” Alex enquired.

			“Hope so,” I gushed back happily. “He’s a gallery owner, in Cork Street. He liked Kate’s picture and he wants to look at the rest of my work. At—you know—my portfolio.”

			“Terrific!” He had the good grace not to question the existence of that particular work of fiction. “About time too. I was wondering when my artist wife was going to be discovered and I could plump for early retirement. I’m looking forward to adopting Kept Man status. Oh, and incidentally, you can tell him from me, we don’t want any of that fifty per cent commission nonsense either. It’s ten per cent at the most, and if he’s not interested, it’ll be back to the Saatchis for us.”

			“Us?”

			“Well, obviously as your manager I’ll be taking a close interest in all financial arrangements.” He waggled his eyebrows and twiddled an imaginary moustache.

			I laughed, but could tell he was pleased, which thrilled me. Recently I’d started to get rather despondent about my so-called work and its lack of remuneration, and wondered if I shouldn’t retrain as an illustrator or something. Something to get a few much-needed pennies into the Cameron coffers, something to make me feel like a useful working mother now Rufus was at school full time. It had begun to seem grossly self-indulgent to shut myself away in the attic with my oils, a broom handle wedging the door shut, yelling, “I’m on the phone!” to all-comers, producing paintings that no one except me had the slightest interest in. I’d even dutifully gone out and bought some watercolours and a sketch book with which to capture Paula the Pit Pony or Gloria the Glow-worm, but my heart wasn’t in it, and in no time at all I’d found myself throwing on my overalls and squaring up to one of my huge canvases again. Casper Villiers’ invitation, then, was the lifeline I needed. A boost to morale that had been far too long in coming.

			As I hurried along the dusty West End pavements, my progress impeded by ludicrously high heels—I’d decided against the struggling-artist look since Kate had implied I was so successful the general public was in danger of being saturated by my talents—I tried to drive from my mind the summer exhibition he’d referred to. It was an increasingly pressing fantasy. The opening night: a private view on a warm evening, friends and family spilling out of the gallery on to the pavement, chattering excitedly, clutching champagne flutes; Alex looking heavenly in a biscuit linen jacket, stroking back his silky blond hair; my mother elegant in flowing taupe, my father…oh God, Dad, in that black leather jacket and cowboy boots. I moved smartly on. The press then: cameras flashing, lenses trained on my canvas in the window, my latest life drawing perhaps, that I’d rather pretentiously entitled Nude in South London (or as my sister, Hannah, had snorted, Bollocks in Brixton), and then my name in discreet grey lettering on the window: “Imogen Cameron—Solo Exhibition.” No. No, that wasn’t right because he’d said it was to be a mixed exhibition, and golly, not necessarily with me in the mix since he’d only seen one picture.

			To broaden his knowledge, I’d spent the whole of last week feverishly photographing the rest of my paintings and arranging the prints in a leather portfolio—hideously expensive but worth the outlay, I’d reasoned—which I now clasped in my hot little hand, along with a couple of small oils, which I was sure he’d like, in a carrier bag. If only he was still there! If only he hadn’t got bored with waiting and—oh, hello—here we are, the Markham. And I’d almost shot straight past! I gave a cursory glance to the rather grand pillars that heralded the entrance to a white stuccoed restaurant and hastened on in. As I pushed through the glass double doors I emerged into a sort of panelled lobby. Luckily there was a girl behind a desk directing traffic.

			“I’m meeting a Mr. Villiers,” I breathed, peering anxiously through the door to the restaurant. “But I’m terribly late and he might well have—oh! Oh no, he hasn’t, there he is.” And I was off, waving aside her attempt to escort me, and bustling through the packed dining room, weaving around tables with a “Sorry, oh, sorry,” as I jogged a media type’s crumpled linen elbow, misdirecting a forkful of risotto, intent on the solitary figure in the corner.

			“I do apologise,” I began breathlessly as he got up to greet me, looking much younger than I remembered and much better-looking. His chestnut waves flopped attractively into his dark eyes and his smile was wide and welcoming as he took my hand. “You see, there was this wretched suicide on the line—well, no, sounds awful, not wretched, although obviously for him, but—”

			“Couldn’t matter less,” he interrupted smoothly. “I was late myself. I’ve only been here five minutes. Drink?” He gestured to a bottle in an ice bucket. “I took the liberty of ordering some champagne, but if you’d prefer something else?”

			“Oh! No, how marvellous.”

			I sat down and reached for my glass eagerly, taking a greedy sip. Well, glug, actually. God, I was thirsty. I put it down thoughtfully. Steady, Imogen. Don’t want to get disastrously pissed and start showing him your appendix scar or your cellulite, do you? Just…take it easy. But that was a good sign surely? Champagne? You didn’t expend that sort of outlay unless you were interested?

			I crossed my legs in a businesslike manner and smoothed down my skirt with fluttering hands. I was horribly nervous, I realised. “And, um, obviously I’ve brought along my Portaloo,” I glanced down at it, propped up by my chair. No, hang on…

			“Portfolio?”

			“That’s it.” I flushed. Shit.

			“Only I’m pretty sure this place is fully equipped on the sanitary front,” he laughed.

			“Yes, bound to be, ha ha! Oh, and plus, I’ve brought along a couple of small oils, but I don’t know if you want to eat first or…?”

			“Oh, eat first, definitely. Plenty of time for all that.” He grinned, and twinkled at me as he flicked out his napkin.

			Ah, right. A bit of chatting and flirting were in order first. Well, fine, I could do that. Could flirt my little socks off, if need be. Still smarting from my faux pas I managed to flick my own napkin out and twinkle back, then, taking the quickest route to any man’s heart, plunged in and asked him all about himself.

			Casper rolled over like a dream: he leaned back in his chair, stuck his legs out in front of him and launched expansively into “My Glittering yet Thwarted Career,” whilst I leaned in, captivated, eyes wide, murmuring, “Really?” or, “Gosh, how marvellous,” then later, “How dreadful!” when we got to the thwarted bit. It transpired Casper had been the most promising student at St. Martin’s and a close contender for the Turner Prize, but his ideas had been cruelly stolen by jealous, inferior rivals. He’d reluctantly given up his dream of becoming an artist and opened a gallery instead, which was a tremendous success, and he now enjoyed great acclaim as a talent spotter.

			“Benji Riley-Smith, Peter De Cazzolet—you name them, I’ve discovered them,” he murmured confidentially, leaning right back in his chair. He was practically horizontal now, chin level with the table.

			“Really?” I hadn’t heard of any of them and could hardly make out what he was saying he was so far away from me.

			“Casian Fartmaker, Barty Bugger-Me—” (I was lip-reading now so I may have got that wrong) he shrugged modestly—“I’ve been, well, shall we say, instrumental in their success?”

			“Yes, let’s,” I breathed, sneaking a look at my watch under the table. I mean, granted this paean of self-congratulatory praise was being delivered with plenty of smouldering looks and lashings of champagne over a fashionable monkfish apiece, which was all very pleasant, but time was marching on. I had to pick Rufus up from school at three thirty and Casper still hadn’t looked at my work.

			“So. You’re a friend of Kate’s,” he said, lurching forward suddenly. He propped his elbows on the table, laced his fingers over the fish he’d hardly touched, and fixed me with his dark eyes. “She’s kept you very quiet.”

			I’d been leaning right in to listen to his monologue so our noses were practically touching now. “Has she?” I inched back, hopefully not too obviously. “Oh, well, I suppose I haven’t known her that long. Only since she moved to Putney a few years ago. We’ve been there a while.”

			“We?”

			“My husband and I. And my son, Rufus. He’s nine.”

			“Ah.” There was something deeply disinterested in this monosyllable and I could feel his attention wandering.

			“But Kate’s lovely, isn’t she?” I rushed on. “Sebastian too. They’re great mates of ours. How do you know them?”

			Nice one, Imogen. Back to him.

			“Oh, Kate knows everyone,” he said airily, and as he turned to wave down a passing wine waiter, I thought that, to an extent, this was true. Or to be more precise, everyone knew Kate.

			Married to an eminent surgeon and with her very own designer label and boutique in the Fulham Road, Kate was one who attracted others. If I hadn’t liked her so much I’d have envied her horribly—beautiful, fun, but kind too, and terribly self-effacing. I’d heard about her long before I’d met her. “Oh, you must know the Barringtons,” people said when Kate and Sebastian moved to Hastoe Avenue. “They live across the road from you. Everyone knows Kate.” Well, I certainly knew their house. Huge, red brick and imposing and on the right side of the Avenue (south-facing gardens and off-street parking), it was as hard to miss as our modest little semi opposite (north-facing pocket handkerchiefs and parking in the street) was easy to. And I knew the girl they meant too. Had seen her sailing off to work, blonde hair flying, calling out last-minute instructions to the nanny, and then returning from the school run later, hordes of gorgeous blonde children in the back of a gleaming four-wheel drive. I’d seen her in the evening too, going out to dinner with her husband, waving to the children at their bedroom windows, swathed in cashmere and pearls, long legs flashing out of a tiny skirt. But I hadn’t met her, and might not have done either, had she not knocked on my door one Monday morning looking wild-eyed and desperate.

			“Have you got a hacksaw?” she’d blurted urgently.

			“A hacksaw?” I blinked.

			“Yes, only Orlando’s got his head stuck in the banisters, and I remember seeing you sawing up some boards in your front garden.”

			“Oh!”

			My painting boards. Cheaper than canvas, but sometimes too big and unwieldy to fit in my easel, so requiring surgery.

			“Oh, yes, I have. Hang on!”

			I ran up two flights of stairs and seized it from my studio, then together, we’d dashed across the road.

			The Barringtons’ hall was about the size of a hockey pitch and had a grand sweeping staircase, up which marched hundreds of very expensive-looking balusters. Orlando’s face was going a nasty shade of purple between the top two so I hastened up with my saw, but as I hacked away close to his left ear with Kate shouting, “It’s either that or his neck!” I rather hoped Dr. Barrington didn’t decide to leave his operating theatre early and come home to see me sawing his son out like some flaky magician. Orlando emerged unscathed, but causing wilful damage to a listed house left me in serious need of a sharpener. Since it was only ten in the morning Kate had hastened to her Present Cupboard and produced—oh splendid—we’d bonded over a box of Lindor chocolates.

			Yes, everyone liked Kate, and it seemed my young gallery owner was no exception. He’d long been an admirer, meeting her first at St. Martin’s where she’d designed shirts and he’d painted landscapes and…oh, he still painted landscapes, did he?…Really?…still dabbled in oils, and—oh Lord, we were back to him again.

			“Even now,” he confided over clasped hands, sotto voce, “when people come in to buy a Hodgson, or a Parnell, but find them too expensive, I say—hold on a minute,” he raised a finger expressively, “you might be interested in a little-known artist I have out the back here, and then I take them out and show them one of mine, and do you know, they very often buy.”

			“How fascinating! Without knowing it’s you?” I asked breathlessly but without the slightest interest. I really did have to collect Rufus soon.

			“Oh, no, I never let on.”

			He winked and I looked suitably impressed and little womanish, but—oh, please, perhaps over a coffee, could we look at my work? Find out when this wretched exhibition was?

			“So…coffee?”

			I beamed. Finally. “Please!”

			“And shall we take it upstairs? Where it’s more comfortable?”

			Oh, even better. Clearly there was some sit-soft area, a lounge or something, where we could spread the pictures out, stand up and view them around us.

			“Good idea.” I was on my feet.

			In retrospect I suppose I did notice a flicker of surprise pass over his eyes; a faint startle, perhaps, at my alacrity, but he soon recovered. His face was naturally pink from all that champagne—either that or a rush of excitement at the prospect of seeing my work—and I let him guide me, his hand perhaps a touch too solicitous on my back, through the restaurant and back to the front desk.

			He was talking nineteen to the dozen now, rather nervously in fact, about the new Turner Whistler exhibition, and it occurred to me this might be quite a big moment for him. A young star in the making? The new Tracey Emin perhaps, with him as my mentor? My Svengali? I smiled and nodded indulgently at his prattle, although I did pause to wonder why we were getting in a lift. That struck me as odd. Up it glided and on he chattered, smoothing back his waves and laughing too loudly and then, as the doors slid open, he ushered me out into a long corridor. A long, wallpapered corridor, with pink carpet at our feet, and lots of oak-panelled doors on either side. He walked me down it, rummaging in his trouser pocket, jingling loose change, but it was only when we passed a girl with a mop and bucket that it struck me…that this was a hotel. And that the jingling in his pocket was not coins, but keys, which he was bringing out even now, and fitting into a door with the number fifteen on it.

			I gave a jolt of horror. Blood surged up my neck and face and to other extremities I didn’t even know could flush. I stood there, aghast. Casper gently pushed open the door to reveal an enormous double bed with a bright red quilt in the middle of a dimly lit room. The curtains were drawn, and there was another bottle of champagne in the corner in an ice bucket. I half expected soft music to drift from the speakers, petals to float down from the ceiling. The bed seemed to be getting bigger, flashing alarmingly at me like the pack shot in an early TV commercial. As I gazed in disbelief, the saliva dried in my mouth.

			“Shall we?” Casper murmured, indicating we should move on in.

			“Oh—I…”

			“We can spread your paintings out on the bed.”

			I panicked. And for one awful moment, was tempted. Tempted to believe the fiction: to go right on in—perhaps wedging the door open with my foot, I thought wildly—that’s my foot on the end of my elastic cartoon leg—whilst my elastic cartoon arm flung open the curtains or dragged that passing maid in for moral support—but in the very next moment it came to me with absolute clarity that if I set foot in that room, I had also to be sure I could survive a leap from a third-floor window. Either that or be prepared—when I emerged via a more conventional exit, shouting rape—for critics to suggest that by entering such an obvious seduction suite, I had Willing Accomplice writ large on my forehead. I turned. Took a deep breath.

			“There’s…been a misunderstanding.”

			His smile wavered for a second. “I’m sorry?”

			“Yes, you see, I had no idea this was a hotel. I was in such a terrible rush to get here I didn’t pause to look. I thought it was just a restaurant, and when you said coffee upstairs, I assumed you meant in a bar or something. I had no idea you meant…” I trailed off, gesturing helplessly at the bed.

			“Oh! Right,” he said shortly.

			I saw his expression change from one of incredulity that I could have misunderstood him, to one of anger that I could have embarrassed us both so. For a moment, I thought he was going to hit me. Then he did something far worse. His face buckled and he ran a despairing hand through his hair.

			“This isn’t me,” he said softly. “This is so not the sort of thing I do.”

			Oh Lord. I swallowed.

			“Look,” I began, “it’s fine, honestly. You don’t have to explain.”

			“My wife and I—well, we’ve split up. Recently, if you must know.”

			Must I? I hadn’t asked, had I?

			“We—we’re having a trial separation.”

			“Right,” I whispered. I looked longingly down the corridor, to the lift, to freedom.

			“But it’s not permanent,” he said defiantly, as if perhaps I’d suggested otherwise.

			“No, no,” I assured him quickly. “I’m sure it’s not.”

			“And God knows I loathe it, loathe it. Seeing the kids only at weekends, not living at home, all that crap. But—well, I’ve got to get on with it, you see, and I get so lonely, and I’m staying here, at this hotel, while we sort things out, and I thought—well, we were getting on so well downstairs, so I thought—”

			“It’s an easy mistake to make,” I said quickly. “And my fault too. I expect I missed the signs. The signals. Forget it. And now I really must be—”

			“And when you said, ‘Let’s go and look at my etchings,’” he looked at me accusingly, “I thought—well, I assumed…”

			Did I? God, stupid Imo. “Yes, yes, I do see.” I blushed hotly.

			“And the thing is, she’s seeing someone else, I think. In fact I know she is.”

			His eyes, to my horror, filled with tears. I had a terrific urge to be in the Scilly Isles. On a little boat, perhaps, bobbing around the bay. I glanced around wildly. Where was that passing maid? Surely her shoulder to cry on would be more appropriate? More absorbent?

			“Someone younger than me,” he blurted out, “her personal trainer, such a cliché!”

			Younger? Younger than Casper? How young could they get?

			“He’s Spanish, called Jesus, would you believe it, probably performs miracles, probably takes her to heaven and back,” he said bitterly. “He’s certainly been spreading more than the word. I expect he’s hung like a stallion too—probably has to sling it over his shoulder when he gets out of bed.”

			I gazed around. H-e-l-p.

			He pinched the bridge of his nose with thumb and forefinger to quell the tears. “He’s twenty-four,” he gasped, “with the body of an eighteen-year-old! The children call him Jeez. They ride on his back at the local swimming pool, he can do handstands on the bottom. Apparently he can make his ears waggle without touching them. Heaven knows what else he can waggle. With my wife! My Charlotte!” At this his voice broke and his shoulders gave a mighty shudder.

			I stared at him aghast. He was struggling for composure but seemed to be losing the battle. I hesitated, but only for a moment, then plunged my hand into my bag for my mobile. I quickly punched out a number.

			Casper leaped back in fear, his eyes wide with terror. “What are you doing?” he squeaked. “Are you ringing the police?”

			“No,” I sighed resignedly, “I’m ringing my son’s school. I’m going to ask them to put him into after-school club and then I’m going to ask my neighbour to collect him for me.”

			“Oh!”

			I put a hand on Casper’s shoulder and swivelled him around in the direction of the lift.

			“You, meanwhile, will come with me and together we’ll find that sit-soft bar I’ve been fantasising about all lunch time. You will have a brandy and I will have a coffee, and whilst we sup our respective beverages you can tell me all about your wife and her scheming, faithless ways, and all about the dastardly Jesus too. On second thoughts,” I muttered as I marched him off down the corridor, hobbling a bit now in my heels, mobile clamped to my ear, “I think I’ll have a brandy too.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Two

			“Oh God, I’m so sorry!” Kate wailed, hurrying through from the kitchen to put a mug of tea on the coffee table in front of me.

			“Why should you be sorry?”

			“Because it’s all my fault! I thought he was going to sign you up for the Cork Street equivalent of the Summer Exhibition, not try to molest you, then weep all over you.”

			“I suppose I should be flattered,” I mused, sitting up a bit in the squashy pink sofa in her conservatory and sipping my tea in a dazed fashion. “I can’t remember the last time a man other than my husband even tried to hold my hand, let alone have sex with me. Unless you count the deputy head at the school carol concert last year.”

			“The deputy head tried to have sex with you?”

			“No, tried to hold my hand. I was miles away and hadn’t realised we’d been urged to greet our neighbours with the sign of peace. Nearly slapped him.”

			Kate snorted. “Very Christian. But I’m surprised at young Casper,” she said thoughtfully, sinking into the sofa beside me. “He’s always had an eye for the girls, but I wouldn’t have thought he’d try it on with you as blatantly as that. I shall ring him later. Have words with him.”

			“No, don’t,” I said quickly. “It was a complete misunderstanding and, actually, probably my fault too. And anyway, he’s miserable and lonely.”

			“I suppose,” she said doubtfully, sipping her tea.

			“Although hopefully after two brandies and a thorough character assassination of Jesus of Barcelona, he’s feeling a bit better now.”

			“Jesus of who?”

			“Barcelona. The personal trainer. The Latin Lothario who’s taking his wife to the Promised Land on a regular basis.”

			“Oh God,” she groaned. “You really got the works.”

			I laughed hollowly. “Oh, I’ve sat through more photos of Barnaby and Archie, aged eighteen months and three years respectively, than I have of my own child.”

			Kate made a face. “Sad.”

			“Very.”

			We were quiet a moment. Kate narrowed her eyes thoughtfully at the Welsh dresser opposite. “Does Alex carry around pictures like that in his wallet?”

			“What, of me and Rufus? No, does Sebastian?”

			“No!”

			We regarded each other in silent outrage.

			“Actually,” I conceded, “I think I’ve always found it a bit cheesy. Those men with pictures of the wife and kids on the desk—what’s that all about? In case they forget what they look like by the time they get to work? Or to announce to the office they’ve got a happy marriage?”

			“The latter probably, and you’re right, it’s an insecurity. I mean, look what happened to Casper. He had the pictures and his wife went out shagging.”

			“Yes, and then he tried to redress the balance, although I must say, I think his current strategy of picking up middle-aged women in hotel restaurants is deeply flawed. I’m not convinced that’s going to make her drop her square-jawed hunk and come running back.”

			“I agree. I mean,” she added quickly, “about him picking up women, not the middle-aged bit.”

			“Thanks,” I said gratefully.

			She cradled her mug and shifted round in her seat to eye me wickedly over it. “And you weren’t in the least bit tempted? Casper’s rather attractive in a loose-limbed, puppyish sort of way.”

			“Not remotely. Too wet behind the ears for my tastes and, as you know, I go for the older man. I don’t want a puppy.”

			“Which is not just for Christmas.”

			“Well, quite. I’d have to throw sticks and get house-training. Anyway,” I added, “I hadn’t shaved my legs.”

			“Ah. Now we get to the nub of it.”

			We giggled.

			“Quite nice to say no, though,” I reflected, resting my head back in the soft, damask cushions and gazing up at the ceiling. “I’d forgotten what it was like to be sexually propositioned and turn a man down.”

			Kate shot me a quizzical look but I didn’t elaborate. There was a time and a place for such confidences and six o’clock on a Wednesday afternoon with four small children running about, some with bigger ears than others, was not one of them.

			“Thank you for collecting Rufus for me,” I said, watching my son on his hands and knees in his grey school uniform on the conservatory floor, as he assembled a Playmobil fort with Orlando, whilst Tabitha and Laura, Kate’s daughters, who were enjoying an exeat from boarding school, painted each other’s toenails with rapt absorption. Not for the first time I reflected that daughters would have been nice. Would still be nice.

			“Oh, it was no trouble. Orlando was in after-school club anyway because I suddenly realised we’re at the opera tonight and I wouldn’t have time to wash my hair, so I quickly shot to the hairdresser’s.”

			I smiled into my tea, marvelling at the disparity of our lives. My son was in after-school club because I was desperately trying to earn a few pennies by flogging my pictures whilst Kate’s was there because she’d been indulging in a luxury I’d never experienced and probably never would. Not whilst I could stick my head under a shower for free.

			I gazed out of the sunny conservatory, a natural extension of her enormous vaulted kitchen beautifully furnished with free-standing oak cupboards and hand-painted Swedish linen presses, to the billowing garden beyond; well over half an acre and possibly the largest London garden I’d ever seen. When I’d first stood at these windows and gaped at the view, I’d been staggered. I couldn’t even see the bottom of it. An initial sweep of lawn complete with croquet hoops gave way to an apple orchard and longer grass, then beyond that, in the middle distance, something that looked remarkably like a bluebell wood. It was like being in Wiltshire, rather than West London, and I’d said as much.

			“Ah, but you see, that’s where my heart is,” Kate had confided with a smile as she’d joined me that day at the window, arms folded. “In the depths of the country, preferably on a horse. But I have to make do with pretending I’m there in this rus in urbe extravaganza.”

			“I wouldn’t mind making do with this,” I’d gawped.

			“I know, neither would most people. I’m spoiled. But it’s a sad fact of life, my friend, that however much you have, you want more. Or something different, at least.”

			When I knew her better I realised she seriously minded about living in London. But Sebastian was a cardiovascular surgeon at the Wellington and needed to live within a certain radius of his hospital in case they needed him, so that was that. They’d tried owning a country cottage in Norfolk, but Sebastian found it almost impossible to get there on a Friday night and Kate hadn’t wanted to be there without him. “I’m rather like the Queen Mother in the Blitz,” she’d quipped. “If the King isn’t leaving neither am I, and if I’m not leaving, neither are the children.” So they’d sold the Norfolk cottage, and sold their Knightsbridge house too, moving from Montpelier Square to leafy Putney as a sort of compromise. And actually, once inside, you’d be forgiven for thinking you really were in a country house. Faded chintzes on the sofas, heavy oil paintings of dead ducks and partridges on the walls, and antique furniture on the polished wooden boards all contrived to preserve the illusion. There were even rabbits in a hutch in the garden and Kate was threatening a Shetland pony.

			“There’s plenty of space,” she’d said excitedly, dragging me down to the orchard one day, “and if I scooped the poop to keep the pong at bay, Sebastian would be none the wiser. He never comes down here, anyway.”

			“He might see it from the bedroom window,” I said doubtfully. “I’ll tell him it’s a big dog.”

			“What, the Hound of Putney Common?”

			“Why not?”

			I smiled to myself now as I gathered up my son’s belongings—book bag, lunch box, PE kit—and attempted to prise him away from the joys of Orlando’s toy box with its mountains of Lego and remote-control cars, and back to his own, less exciting quarters with no sisters, bantams or ponies. But as I told him the other day as he’d dragged his heels from this very same kitchen, other people’s houses were always more attractive, and Orlando probably felt the same about Rufus’s house. Rufus had turned contemptuous eyes on me.

			“Come on, Rufus.” I beamed down at him now.

			“We’re going?” The eyes he turned on me now were anguished. “Aren’t we staying for tea?”

			My son had yet to enter polite society.

			“No, darling,” I said quickly before Kate could offer, “because Daddy’s coming home early tonight so we can all have supper together. That’s nice, isn’t it?”

			Not as nice, clearly, as stopping here with Orlando and Laura and Tabitha and sitting around the huge tea table whilst Sandra, the nanny, produced tiny sandwiches with crusts off and meringues in the shape of white mice and melon balls—melon balls!—for pudding; whilst at home, Mummy hacked a doorstep off a loaf and frizbee’d a Jaffa cake at him. But he was an obedient child and I could do a lot with my eyes.

			“Alex is coming home early for a change?” Kate got up to show us out. “That’s nice.”

			“Well, relatively,” I said nervously, following her down the black-and-white-tiled hallway. “I mean, relatively early, not relatively nice. Nine o’clock rather than ten o’clock, probably.”

			She grimaced. “Tell him from me to break the habit of a lifetime and make it back for bath time for once. Really bust a gut.”

			I laughed, but was aware of a whiff of disapproval in Kate’s tone. A suggestion that Alex’s after-work socialising—even though it was client-oriented and he loathed it—was excessive and at odds with family life. But then as Alex had pointed out as he’d flopped down exhausted on the sofa the other night, his handsome face racked with tiredness, tie askew, fresh from yet another city cocktail party, it was all very well for Sebastian. His clients were all horizontal and anaesthetised by the end of his working day; there was no chance of one of them sitting up and saying brightly, “Mine’s a pint.”

			“And anyway,” he’d observed sourly, rubbing the side of his face and yawning widely, “we can’t all save lives for a living.”

			I think Alex was fond of our new best friends, but found them a little worthy for his tastes. An “homme sérieux” was how he described Sebastian, adding, “That man’s never dropped a bollock in his life.”

			“Meaning?”

			“He can’t let go. Never has a drink and lets his hair down. What’s he afraid of? That he’ll make a prat of himself? So what?”

			“Well, he may be an homme sérieux, but he’s also a fairly grand fromage,” I’d replied archly, thinking personally, I wouldn’t mind a little less bollock-dropping around here. Always the last to leave a party, always the life and soul, Alex was the ultimate bon viveur; but then, he would argue, it went with the territory. As a mergers and acquisitions specialist at Weinberg and Parsons, his job was to drum up new business and schmooze clients, and you couldn’t do that on a glass of tomato juice and a face like a wet weekend, now could you?

			Rufus and I said our good-byes to Kate and walked across the road. As I let us into the little semi with the Queen Anne door and the pretty stained-glass fanlight, the mess hit me. The house had originally sported a long thin entrance hall but it was dark and gloomy, so Alex and I had knocked the wall through into the adjacent sitting room. The net effect was that you walked straight into one largish, slightly less gloomy room, but straight into clutter. My response—which should have been to stoop and scoop the toys and clothes as I went, like a cotton picker—was to step gingerly over it all, whilst Rufus’s was to run straight through to the only other downstairs room, the kitchen. As I neatly sidestepped a basket of laundry, I thought wistfully of Sandra across the road, but at the moment I couldn’t even justify a cleaner, let alone a nanny. I followed Rufus to the kitchen, where he’d hopped up on to the counter and had got the bread out of the bin. He was hacking away fairly adeptly with a knife.

			“Hey, what about having supper with Daddy?”

			“Oh.” He paused, mid-slice. “I thought you were just making that up to be like the Barringtons. I didn’t know we really were.”

			I laughed and dumped his book bag on the table. “You’re too shrewd for your own good, Rufus Cameron. Come here, I’ll do it.” I took the knife from him.

			“What’s shrewd?”

			“Um…knowing, I suppose.”

			I cut the bread, spread it with peanut butter and folded it into a sandwich for him. He took it and bit into it, still none the wiser. But it was true, I thought, as I watched him sitting on the counter, munching away, swinging his legs in his shorts and grey socks and drumming his heels against the cupboard door, this was a very knowing child. One who tuned into my moods very acutely: who knew when his mother was happy or sad, pensive or nervous. My beautiful boy, with his auburn curls and deep chocolate-brown eyes: edible, clever. One of the things that had astonished me about having a child was that feeling of him being an extension of oneself, another organ pumping away. I wondered if other mothers felt that way. Since I had only one child, I had nothing to compare him with. Sometimes I wondered if our bond was too strong; if I should step back a bit, let out the umbilical cord. Alex said I mollycoddled him, but then Rufus and his father…I licked some peanut butter from my finger and turned to put the bread back in the bin. I shut it with a brisk snap. And to be fair, Rufus wasn’t altogether the son Alex had expected.

			“Throw a ball at him and he ducks!” Alex had complained after a disastrous trip to the park when the pair of them had returned looking mutinous. “He needs to toughen up a bit, be more of a lad.” He tossed the rugby ball on to the sofa and flopped down crossly beside it, still in his coat, whilst Rufus ran upstairs.

			“He’s nine, Alex. You want him sinking pints and singing rugby songs?”

			“No, but I don’t think he should be doing this, either. I mean what’s this all about?” He’d plucked a piece of tapestry Mum had given Rufus from behind a sofa cushion and waved it at me.

			“It’s just a bit of sewing,” I’d said, snatching it angrily. “What’s wrong with that?” Though I myself had wondered guiltily about Rufus taking it into school.

			“Are you sure you want to take that, darling?” I’d said, eyeing him nervously one morning as he packed the sewing in his bag. “I mean, when will you have time to do it?”

			“Oh, I do it at break,” he’d said calmly. “When the other boys are playing football.”

			“Right,” I’d breathed. “But don’t they think that’s…you know…odd?”

			He’d shrugged. “I don’t know. Is it?”

			“No! No, of course not.”

			I’m ashamed to say, though, that the following morning, when he went to look for it and couldn’t find it, it was at the bottom of my underwear drawer. And I was relieved, when I went to pick him up later, to find him in the thick of a card game with his great mates Arthur and Torquil, a couple of embryonic professors from recorder group.

			“A sensitive, musical child,” his teacher had smiled at Alex and me one parents’ evening as we’d sat facing her like giants on tiny Lilliputian chairs; “but not a shrinking violet by any means. Oh, no, he can hold his own in class discussions. He’s got it up here.” She’d tapped her head and I’d glowed proudly. “Why, only the other day on our nature walk he was telling us the difference between a buttercup and a celandine, and then went on to identify a cowslip for us. He’s definitely our wild flower expert!”

			I couldn’t look at Alex.

			Now, though, Rufus was settling down with his peanut butter sandwich and his yo-yo in front of The Simpsons, which surely was what any other nine-year-old boy who’d already spent an hour in after-school club and another at a friend’s house would be doing? Aside from sitting down to a proper cooked tea with vegetables, of course.

			I hovered in the doorway. “No homework, Rufus?”

			“Only reading, and I’ve already done it.” He kept his eyes on Bart and Marge.

			“Right.” Probably finished the book, if I knew Rufus.

			“I’ve finished the book.”

			I smiled. “Well done, darling.”

			He turned. “Mum, go. We don’t need quality time every night and I’ve had a play with friends so I’ve done the interactive bit, and there’s protein in the peanuts and fibre in the bread, and I promise I’ll have an apple for pudding, so go.”

			Spooky, this child.

			“Well, I might just pop up for half an hour, if you’re sure.”

			“Course.” He turned back to the television. “And if the phone goes I won’t say you’re painting, I’ll say you’re in the middle of turning out the treacle tart, OK?”

			I grinned and picked my way through the debris to the stairs. This was a reference to being accosted at the school gates one morning by Ursula Moncrief, class rep and all-round terrifying professional mother, who, flanked by a couple of flunkeys, had said accusingly, “I rang last night about your contribution to the Harvest Festival, and Rufus said you were upstairs painting!”

			From her tone Rufus might just as well have said I was upstairs flaying a couple of naked rent boys, tied up with satsumas in their mouths.

			“Um, well, yes, I do occasionally,” I’d stammered, as a wave of disapproval rippled around the Ursula camp. “Most nights, actually,” I added bravely.

			“So where’s Rufus?”

			“Well, he’s…downstairs. Doing his homework,” I added quickly.

			More teeth sucking at this, because of course I should be down there with him, strapped into my pinny, frying fishcakes, and ready to spin round and help him spell “alligator,” if need be.

			“Tell them to fuck off!” Alex had roared helpfully when I’d reported back.

			I didn’t, but was grateful for his support. Alex had little truck with the mummy mafia, having seen it all before with Lucy and Miranda, his daughters from his first marriage, now sixteen and fourteen respectively. His views on school-gate mothers—“a load of frustrated, overqualified women channelling their thwarted careers into overstimulated children”—were trenchant, and possibly true. Nevertheless, I was easily cowed, and these days Rufus and I were more circumspect about my whereabouts. The treacle tart ruse seemed to work.

			Yes, the girls. It was probably time they came to visit again, I thought nervously as I mounted the stairs. My heart began to pound at the thought and I clutched the banister.

			Lucy and Miranda lived with their mother, a stunningly beautiful woman called Tilly, who, after the divorce, had gone to America. When we were first married and the girls were younger, I’d hardly seen them at all because Alex often had business in the States and visited them when he was there. Last year, however, now that they were teenagers, they’d crossed the pond alone, to stay with us in London. It hadn’t been the most auspicious visit. They were possibly the most beautiful, long-limbed, self-possessed, scary creatures I’d ever encountered, with their low-slung Miss Sixty jeans and Ugg boots and yards of silky dark hair. I remember coming back from Tesco one afternoon, laden with shopping, to find both of them draped across Alex on the sofa, two pairs of long legs over his knees, the room in darkness, curtains drawn as they watched a movie. Instinctively, I’d said, “Oh—sorry.”

			Lucy had mocked me with her eyes. “Why are you sorry?”

			I blushed. “Well, I just meant…” I laughed gaily. “I felt like I’d intruded!”

			“Bit late for that, isn’t it?”

			I remember my face burning as I went through to the kitchen to unpack my shopping. It wasn’t even a justified remark. Their parents’ marriage had been over long before I came along. Alex had come up behind me and put his arms around me as I unpacked.

			“She doesn’t mean it,” he whispered in my ear. “She’s just a kid.”

			I turned round in his arms. “I know, but…Alex, doesn’t she know about Eleanor?” I searched his face.

			He shrugged and looked away. “I guess not. Eleanor’s her godmother, Imo. She adores her. I can’t tell her that.”

			“But surely Tilly’s told her? Told her what happened?”

			He shook his head. “I doubt it. Tilly’s far too proud.”

			Right. So I took the rap. I was The Other Woman who’d broken up the happy home. And he was right, why dig up the past? But it just seemed so unfair, and sometimes I wanted to say to them, “It wasn’t me, you know! Ask your precious godmother all about it!” But that would hurt them even more, and Alex was right: they’d been through enough.

			And I’d try harder with them next time, I thought, going on up the next flight of stairs and opening the studio door. Make more of an effort. Take them both shopping on the King’s Road perhaps, although the very idea brought me out in a muck sweat. What, hold up belts and scarves as potential purchases as their eyes ridiculed my choices? I scuttled across to my paints in panic. My paints. In this tiny, north-facing, and therefore perfect, room, which was my sanctuary, my retreat. Here I could unwind. Be me.

			Under the slanting dormer window that looked on to the street, an old pine table was covered in paint tubes, rags, drawing pads, books, pencils and my palette, almost an art form in itself it was so stiff with paint. The heady, oily aroma hit me as I stood over it, making me beautifully woozy for a second. I turned. The room was chaotic, but only to the uninitiated: I knew where everything was. Stacked on the floor around the walls were my canvases, or, more recently, boards, painted in my swirling, free style, lots of them—I was nothing if not prolific—and in the middle of the room, my easel, with a half-finished painting in it. I pretended to ignore it as I went past to get my smock from the back of the door, a common trick, snubbing it, as if I wasn’t terribly interested, but even before I’d thrown on my old lab technician’s coat and squeezed some paint on the palette, my eye was drawn. It was a stubble field in winter: a grey, chilly scene, and since Putney didn’t throw up many stubble fields, I had a photo of one propped up behind it.

			“Isn’t that cheating?” Kate had asked in astonishment on a rare visit to my sanctum. This was not an uncommon reaction, but still one that surprised me.

			“Why? I’m painting from a photograph, not another work of art. How is that cheating?”

			She’d made a “suppose so” face, but I was aware people still felt it wasn’t quite right. A bit rum. I wasn’t actually in that field, feeling that light, those shadows. But then again, punters liked country landscapes on their Fulham walls and the odd one or two I’d sold so far had all been executed thus. Needs must.

			As I took a brush from a jar of turps and wiped it on a rag, I spotted Kate emerging from her house opposite. She came down the path, looking supremely elegant in a little black jacket, short pink skirt, and kitten heels, and slid into a waiting taxi at the kerb. It purred off, bound for Sheekey’s, where Sebastian was meeting her for a little pre-opera supper, whilst meanwhile Sandra bathed the children and read them bedtime stories. I smiled. Other people’s lives. I turned back to the easel. Now. That beech tree in the corner—surely the sun shouldn’t be filtering through the branches quite so fiercely?

			I was just getting to grips with the sky, fussing about its greyness and adding a touch of Prussian Blue amongst the swirling clouds to darken it, when a head came round the door.

			“Oh! Rufus. You startled me.”

			“There’s nothing on, so I’m going to bed.”

			“Already? But you haven’t had a bath or anything yet.”

			“It’s ten o’clock, Mum. When are we going to get Sky?”

			“Is it?” I glanced at my watch, horrified. “God, so it is. You should have been in bed ages ago. Come on, chop chop.”

			Guilt making me brisk, I put my brush down and hustled him off to his room and into his pyjamas, muttering darkly as if it was his fault, for heaven’s sake. How would this child turn out with such a distracted mother? I quickly made his bed and plumped up his pillow. No need to draw the curtains as they hadn’t been opened. As I kissed him good night and turned out his light, I remembered Kate telling me about a house she’d picked Tabitha up from, where upstairs she’d found unmade beds, loos that hadn’t been flushed, closed curtains, and knickers with skid marks on the floor. I went hot as I nipped to the bathroom to flush the loo and pick up yesterday’s pants. Not for the first time, I decided, my painting had got out of hand. Instead of heading back to my studio where I knew I could stay until midnight, I went determinedly downstairs, did the washing up, tidied the sitting room, turned off all the lights, then headed on up to bed. An early night for once, I decided. And then when Alex came home, well, maybe…

			I had a quick shower and got into bed, loving the feeling of my warm, tingling body under the cool duvet. The street outside was quiet now with only a distant roar of traffic in the background. I tried to stay awake for Alex but was aware of my eyelids growing heavier. At some point I stirred as a taxi drew up and rumbled outside. I listened for Alex’s tread, but it was Kate and Sebastian, paying the driver, and then Kate’s voice as Sandra came to the door, asking her how the children had been, what time they’d gone to bed; then silence.

			Sometime later, Alex crept in beside me.

			“Sorry, darling,” he whispered. “Did I wake you?”

			“No, it’s fine,” I murmured sleepily. “I wanted to wait up for you. How was your evening?”

			He groaned. “Averagely ghastly, thanks. I suggested a light supper in a wine bar, thinking I’d get away with just one course, but the Cronin brothers were over from the States and wanted to be shown some traditional English fare. We ended up in Simpson’s, having roast beef and Yorkshire pudding. I think I’m about a stone heavier.”

			I smiled and rolled over to hug him from behind, my cheek on his back. “Well, you don’t feel it.” I nestled up to him and ran my hand up his bare thigh.

			“Humph,” he grunted.

			“Poor you,” I murmured softly, still stroking his leg. “Perhaps you need to wind down?”

			He sighed. “If I wasn’t so exhausted, that’s exactly what I’d like to do. But I’m shattered tonight, Imo.”

			My eyelashes brushed his back. “You’re right,” I agreed. “It’s late and I’m pretty tired too.” I rolled back on to my side of the bed.

			Ten minutes later I was aware of my husband’s rhythmic breathing beside me; of faint catches in his nose and throat as he exhaled. The land of Nod had claimed him. It took me a while longer, though. My eyes were wide and staring in the dark for quite some time. Eventually, though, I did fall asleep.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Three

			The following morning Alex put his lips to my ear.

			“Guess who’s downstairs.”

			“Hmm? What? Who is it?” I opened my eyes blearily. He was standing over me in his dressing gown, a broad grin on his face, cup of tea in hand. He put it down beside me.

			“Your mo-ther!” he sang.

			“Oh God,” I groaned. “You’re kidding.”

			“Nope. Apparently we’re all going to this match of Rufus’s this afternoon, a nice big family outing. I for one can hardly wait. Please tell me your sister’s coming too?” His eyes widened in mock appeal.

			“Of course she’s not,” I snapped, “and the match isn’t till three, so what the hell’s Mum doing here at seven? How did she get here?”

			“She cycled, apparently. Waved good-bye to her neighbours in Belgravia and trilled, ‘Just off to the country!’ before peddling down to rural Putney for the night.”

			“She’s staying?”

			“Well, she seems to have an awful lot of carrier bags with her if she’s not, but I haven’t questioned her too closely.”

			I swung my legs over the side of the bed. “Oh Lord. And where’s Rufus?”

			“Downstairs having a passive cigarette with her.”

			I giggled. “Probably in heaven.” I pulled on my dressing gown.

			“Oh, he is. There’s undoubtedly a note of high excitement in the air, but I took the liberty of opening a window on their little soirée. It smells like a brewery already.”

			“She’s not had a drink!”

			“Not yet, just the Gauloise, but she tells me in France she always has a café Calva for breakfast and that in Provençal society it’s rude not to.”

			“Yes, well, she’s in South London society now so she can jolly well have PG Tips and lump it.” I tied my dressing-gown cord smartly and took a slurp of my own tea. “How are you, anyway?” I eyed my husband over the mug rim. “After your night on the tiles?”

			“God, hardly.” He sat down heavily on the end of the bed. “Americans are very clean-cut these days. Gone are the days of lining up bottles of Chablis and taking them to some lapdancing club—thank God. No, it was a Club Soda apiece and then they bustled back to the Waldorf.”

			“But you got the deal?”

			“Who knows, Imo, who knows.” He rubbed the side of his face wearily. “They were kind enough to let it slip at the end of the evening that they were seeing two other firms, though.”

			“Ah.”

			My husband nonchalantly swept back his blond hair from his high forehead and straightened his back in his navy dressing gown, but his blue eyes were troubled and I knew better than to ask more. Alex had been specifically employed at Weinberg and Parsons to drum up new business and, so far, the only business being done was old.

			“It’s the same all over,” I soothed, “you said so yourself. The city’s in turmoil, no one’s having an easy time of it. But it’ll get better, you’ll see. These things go in waves.”

			“In my case with a wave byebye.”

			“Oh, don’t be ridiculous,” I said staunchly. “Your glass is always half empty.”

			“Either that or I’ve got the wrong glass. But you’re right, things go in cycles, so who knows? Anyway, meanwhile you’d better get downstairs before your mother cleans Rufus out of pocket money.”

			“Gee-gees?”

			“No, cards today.”

			“Ah.”

			I picked up my mug and hastened downstairs: through the sitting room, which was indeed knee-deep with bulging carrier bags, and into the kitchen, where…oh, I see.

			The air was heavy with cigarette smoke, but through the fug, perched on stools either side of the breakfast bar, I could make out Mum and Rufus, three cards apiece, reenacting a scene from The Sting.

			“Twist,” said Mum tersely. “Twist again…Twist…Stick.”

			“You can’t stick,” pointed out Rufus. “You’re bust.”

			“No I’m not.”

			“Yes you are, look—ten, nine and three is twenty-two. It’s pay twenty-ones.” He reached across and took her coins.

			“Morning, Mum.” I eyed her beadily. “You’re early.”

			“Oh, not really, darling,” she said in her gravelly voice, dealing out the cards again. “When you get to my age you only need a few hours’ sleep—ask Margaret Thatcher. I’ve been up since five. Dealer takes all.”

			“You were dealer last time,” Rufus reminded her.

			Mum eyed him defiantly, opened her mouth to object, then shut it again and handed him the pack.

			“She cheats,” Rufus observed to me, without rancour, as he dealt.

			“I know, I grew up with her,” I said, reaching in the cupboard above their heads for the cereal packets. “I’d check her sleeves, if I were you, and if she scratches her ankle, check inside her shoes. Rufus, what have you had to eat?”

			“Granny bought me a pain au chocolat. I don’t want any cereal.”

			“Oh, fair enough. Mum? Cup of tea?”

			“Please, since there’s nothing stronger.”

			“Well, you can have Earl Grey?”

			“I think I had him in the seventies, darling,” she drawled. “Conceited little aristo, as I recall. Twist…twist…damn!” She threw down her cards.

			She really minded about winning, I thought, watching her with a smile. And, of course, that was why Rufus enjoyed it so much. He knew her mind was on the job as much as his was. She wasn’t indulging or patronising him—oh, no, she was after his pocket money. She’d take it gleefully too, only handing it back grudgingly when he won it back off her next week. I watched as she scrutinised Rufus’s shuffle, perched straight-backed on her stool, slim and elegant in a cream jacket with the sleeves pushed up to reveal tanned arms and bangles, khaki cargo trousers, lots of beads, a cigarette poised in jewelled fingers, her fading red hair piled loosely on her head and stuck about with combs. Always stylish, her clothes now had a French flavour as she’d spent much of the last ten years at her house in the South of France. Her story was she’d moved there for the weather, and she certainly got that in her idyllic sun-baked stone farmhouse just outside Aix, but my sister, Hannah, and I privately thought she’d gone abroad to get over losing Dad to Marjorie Ryan. Why she was back now, swapping the glorious colours and scents of a Provençal spring for the rainy streets of Belgravia was a mystery to us, but she seemed happy enough in the little flat she’d rented and loved spending time with Rufus. I secretly wondered if it had occurred to her, as she paced her olive grove, smoking her Gauloise and narrowing her eyes into the evening sun, that he might be the only grandson she was going to have and she didn’t want to miss him growing up.

			“The match isn’t until three o’clock, you know,” I told her, putting on the kettle.

			“I know, but I thought I’d have a go at your garden. My bank, pay twenty-ones.”

			“Oh, Mum, would you?” I swung round gratefully. “It’s such a mess and I just haven’t had a chance to get out there.”

			“Of course you haven’t, you’re far too busy,” she said loyally.

			I glowed. My mother, unlike my sister, was one of the few people who didn’t think that because my art was unremunerated, it was a waste of time.

			“I sold one last week, you know,” I said, pouring myself a glass of orange juice.

			“I know. Alex told me. But I don’t think you charged nearly enough.”

			“She didn’t,” said Alex, coming in and doing up his cufflinks. “And it was one of the big jobbies; should have gone for twice the price.”

			“I don’t actually charge for the amount of paint used or the size of the canvas,” I countered, although I was rather enjoying being buoyed up and discussed like a budding Picasso with a couple of agents. “It’s not like selling tomatoes.”

			“Well, make sure you get some decent prices out of that gallery chappie Kate recommended. When are you meeting him?” He went next door to collect his overcoat and briefcase, glancing at his watch. “Shit, I’m late.”

			“I have met him,” I said, following him in so Rufus couldn’t hear. “Turned out he was only after my body after all.”

			He swung around at the front door in astonishment. “You’re kidding.”

			“Is that so extraordinary?”

			“Well, no, of course not, but blimey,” he boggled. “Bloody cheek!” he spluttered. He gazed at me a moment, then shook his head bemused and reached for his briefcase. “No dice on the paintings then?”

			“No dice,” I agreed, amused that it hadn’t occurred to him to ask if I was still intact. Unraped, as it were. I opened the door for him. “So no injection into the Cameron finances just yet, I’m afraid. You must go darling, while at least one of us has a job. We’ll see you this afternoon.” He looked blank as he stepped outside. “At the match.”

			“Oh, the match! God, wouldn’t miss that for the world.” He popped his head back and yelled down to the kitchen, “What position are you playing, Rufus?”

			There was a pause. “I’m playing rugby.”

			“Yes, but what position?”

			“I dunno.”

			“Well, give them hell!”

			Another pause. “Who?”

			Alex and I exchanged smiles. He kissed me. “See you on the touchline.”

			As I shut the door and made to go up and get changed, noting that, as ever, Rufus was already in his uniform ready to go, I reflected on what it had taken to get us to this touchline position. To be proudly sallying forth, en famille, to watch our son in a rugby match. Being in a team—any sort of team—had not remotely flickered on Rufus’s radar until the day when the lists had gone up in the school hall for the nine and under A and B squads, with Rufus’s name on neither. I’d scanned them avidly when I’d collected him, along with a clutch of similarly eagle-eyed mothers. Even Arthur and Torquil had made the B team, it being such a tiny school, but not my son. I’d felt my blood pressure rise, felt fury mounting.

			“Never mind, darling,” I’d muttered, hurrying him away from the group of exultant mothers.

			“What?” He looked blank.

			“Not getting in the team.”

			“Oh. That.”

			“Don’t you mind?”

			He shrugged. “Not really.”

			I drove home very fast. Too fast. They’d written him off. Written him off at nine—how dare they! And Alex would be so disappointed, I thought with a lurch. We wouldn’t tell him, I resolved quickly. But he’d find out, I reasoned even more quickly. Sebastian would tell him Orlando was in the team. My hands felt sweaty on the wheel. I glanced at my apathetic son beside me.

			“Rufus, don’t you like rugby?” I said crossly.

			“It’s OK.”

			“So, if you were in the team, that would be OK too?”

			He shrugged. “I suppose.” He turned. “I’m not very good at it, though, Mum.”

			“Well, that’s hardly surprising, is it?” I shrieked. “You haven’t been given a chance!”

			The following morning I strode into school and ran the games master to ground in the long corridor. He was in his tracksuit, pinning up another list, this time for the Colts.

			“Mr. O’Callaghan, Rufus seems to be the only boy in his year not in a rugby team—is that fair?” As I said it, I nearly cried. Honestly nearly sobbed. Keep breathing, keep breathing.

			Mr. O’Callaghan turned and frowned. “He’s not the only one, Mrs. Cameron. There’s Magnus Pritchard.”

			“Magnus Pritchard has a broken leg!” I yelped. “OK,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady, “he’s the only boy with two legs not in a rugby team!” For one surreal moment I felt Pete and Dud’s one-legged Tarzan sketch coming on.

			Mr. O’Callaghan fiddled nervously with his whistle. “Well, the list stands for Wednesday’s match, I’m afraid, but I’ll see what I can do for next week, OK? It obviously has to be entirely on merit, though.”

			“Oh, obviously,” I’d purred obsequiously, and I’d scurried away, hugging my precious secret to me. Next week. Next week he’d be in.

			The whole of that week I’d prayed to God, to Allah, to anyone who was listening, to give strength to Mr. O’Callaghan’s pen; to empower him to write Rufus Cameron, in bold letters on the nine and under B list.

			The following Monday Rufus and I hastened into the school together. By now even Rufus had caught my excitement and had admitted last night, albeit with rocketing sugar levels after three Ribenas—the closest I could get to getting him pissed—that he’d actually quite like to be in the team. His disappointment was all the more acute, therefore, when he realised he wasn’t.

			“I’m not there,” he said, his eyes quicker than mine.

			I couldn’t speak I was so angry.

			“I’m in again!” came a voice from behind, and I turned to see Orlando, his face wreathed in smiles.

			“Oh, well done, darling.” Kate’s eyes scanned the list. I wanted to hit her. Wanted to hit my best friend hard in the mouth.

			“Not you, Rufus?” she frowned. “That can’t be right, surely?”

			“Of course it’s not right!” I said in a shrill, unnatural voice.

			Kate looked startled. “Oh, well, maybe next week,” she murmured.

			“No,” I said breathing hard through clenched teeth. “No, this week.” And I strode off towards the staff room.

			I’m not very proud of what happened next. Kate, to this day, swears I pushed Mr. O’Callaghan into the PE cupboard, locked the door and threatened to take all my clothes off, but of course that’s nonsense. What really happened was that I saw Mr. O’Callaghan already inside the PE equipment room—cupboard, Kate insists, snorting—followed him in, shut the door, and rationally asked him to reconsider. I do remember seeing the naked fear in his eyes as he backed into a pile of clattering hockey sticks whimpering something like, “Help me!”—I expect I misheard—but I have no idea why the top button of my shirt came undone nor why he was seen running, wild-eyed from the cupboard, grabbing a pen from a passing child and writing “Rufus Cameron” in large, shaky letters at the bottom of the B team list.

			I sighed as I mounted the stairs to my bedroom now and peeled off my dressing gown. Hell certainly hath no fury like a woman whose child has been scorned, but I wondered, if Rufus wasn’t an only child, if I’d feel everything so keenly. Feel his disappointments like serpent’s teeth, his tiny triumphs like Olympic achievements. If I could share my emotions out between some siblings, would they dilute, or would I just emote even more until I became one gigantic emotion? I didn’t know, because as yet it hadn’t happened and however much I cupped my hands around my mouth and hollered, “Come in, Cameron minor, your time is up,” nobody showed. Obviously I knew I had to do more than holler, but sometimes I wondered if Alex did.

			I had a shower and dried myself slowly, keeping an eye on my reflection in the long mirror. My figure still wasn’t bad—at least I hadn’t completely gone to pot like Hannah—but those thighs could definitely be slimmer. I really ought to lose a few pounds but I worried that dieting affected fertility and I couldn’t help thinking that if I ate well, a big fat baby would follow. And it suited my face too, I thought. What was it they said? After thirty, you choose between your face or your bottom. Well, I’d made my choice, and Alex approved too. “It suits you,” he’d murmur in bed when he held me close. “You’re voluptuous, Imo, not like those terrible stick-insect women.” Not like his first wife, I knew he meant, but part of me longed to be like Tilly and her daughters: tall, dark and reed thin, not round and blonde and obvious.

			“Are you going to paint today?” Mum called up from the bottom of the stairs.

			“Yes, why?” I abandoned my reflection and reached quickly for my bra and pants.

			“Well, I’ll take Rufus to school if you like, then get out in the garden.”

			“Oh, Mum, would you?”

			“Course.”

			I rifled in my drawer for a top, but as my hand closed on one, I went cold. I ran to the top of the stairs.

			“Mum, make him hold your hand, won’t you? And he has to be taken right to the gates. Don’t let him tell you he can walk from the corner.”

			My mother shot me a withering look as she hustled Rufus out of the front door. “We’re cycling. See you later.”

			Cycling! The front door slammed on my open mouth. I stood there, horrified. Rufus had only ever cycled in the park, never on a busy road. She couldn’t mean it. I ran to the bedroom window. Sure enough the pair of them were walking bikes down the path, and as Mum hopped aboard and led the way, Rufus pedalled after her, wobbling wildly, no helmet. I struggled with the window latch: it wouldn’t open. I hammered: it wouldn’t break. Terrified, I ran downstairs, flung open the front door and was on the point of yelling, “STOP!” when I realised that was guaranteed to send him under the wheels of that passing juggernaut. I stifled my scream and made myself watch as he peddled alongside it. He did it rather beautifully. Much steadier now, and in a straight line behind his granny. As they disappeared around the corner, the postman delivering to next door gave me an odd look. It took me a moment to realise I was in my bra and pants. I hastened back inside and shut the door. God, what was wrong with me? I plunged my fingers into my hair. I seemed to veer from flagrant neglect and tossing Rufus a crust at tea time, to suffocating the poor child, never letting him out of my sight, and running down the street after him with no clothes on.

			“You’re an obsessive,” Alex would say, nonjudgementally. “You’re either obsessed with your painting, or your child, but the two are mutually exclusive.”

			“Is that wrong?” I’d asked anxiously.

			“Of course it’s not wrong, it’s you.”

			And actually, Mum was such a breath of fresh air, I thought as I went slowly back upstairs. She gave Rufus his head, let him have a bit of slack, just as she had done with Hannah and me. When we were young, she was forever saying things like, “Don’t go to school today, darlings. Let’s go round London on the top of a double-decker,” or, “Fancy motoring to Haydock to catch the one thirty?” Yes, it was lovely for him to have such a free-spirited granny, and lovely for me too to have her help. How very spoiling, for example, to be able to lock myself away in my studio all day while she revamped my garden. What a treat!

			Of course, I should have known better. After all, I’ve known her thirty-four years.

			Later that day, as we stood together on a windy school playing field amongst other shivering parents, waiting for Rufus and his team to materialise and for Alex to appear from work, we exchanged furious whispers. At least, mine were furious.

			“I’m not being a bore,” I hissed, “I’m not even an avid horticulturist, I just think it defeats the object of a garden!”

			“Nonsense, darling, it’s terribly low maintenance. Frightfully economical too.”

			“Yes, but it’s not real!”

			“But you wouldn’t have known that, would you? When you came out, you thought it was marvellous.”

			I gazed at her helplessly, her grey eyes wide under her dashing suede hat. It was true, I’d emerged from my studio at midday feeling woozy and sated—my usual euphoric state after four blissful hours at the canvas—secure in the knowledge that I’d slapped some good paint today and knocked a recalcitrant seascape into shape, to find my mother outside, surrounded by empty carrier bags, seemingly planting the last of her goodies, and had fairly marvelled at the sight that met my eyes. Gone was the tired strip of pale brown lawn surrounded by depressing darker brown beds, and instead, a gloriously tasteful green and white garden frothed around a patch of soft emerald lawn. Well, I say soft. It was only when I bent to stroke my new grass and fondle the nodding ferns in my border that it hit me: it was all fake. I was standing in a silk and plastic paradise, the whole thing a fabulous fabrication, with not one petal, leaf, or blade of grass real at all.

			“You never have to water it or prune it, and it never wilts or dies—what more could you ask for? It works beautifully in my little roof terrace at Wilton Crescent.”

			“But you can’t even smell it!”

			My mother’s eyes widened as she puffed away on her Gauloise in the wind. “Oh, you can, darling, you can get scented sprays. Just blast it on first thing in the morning. I’ve got lavender and fresh pine.”

			“What, like a frigging lavatory?”

			“No, I bought them in Harrods; they’re the real thing. I’ll get you one if you like. Honestly, you are ungrateful, Imogen, after all my hard work. Ooh, look, here they come. Come on, Rufus!”

			She clapped her gloved hands together excitedly as sure enough, twenty-two little boys came running on to the pitch in white shorts and red or blue rugger shirts, looking fit to burst with pride. My heart nearly burst too when I saw Rufus, beaming widely, chest out, little legs pumping. I waved madly, and forgot for one moment my mother’s breathtaking presumption to take it upon herself to replace my garden, sad though it was, with a bogus reproduction, a seasonal nightmare complete with white roses and snowdrops all blooming at the same time, for heaven’s sake. Alex would freak! 

			Where was Alex, incidentally? He was cutting it very fine. I looked around anxiously, but saw only Mr. O’Callaghan running on to the pitch. A palpable frisson rippled around the assembled mothers. Mr. O’Callaghan was tall, blond and rugged, but just a little too white-eyelashed for my tastes: what Mum would call a near miss. He jogged about the pitch importantly and shouted instructions, wearing very short white shorts.

			Kate came up behind me wrapped in scarves. She found my ear. “I think Mr. O’Callaghan’s shorts could go up an inch, don’t you?”

			I giggled. “Got to take your thrills where you can.”

			“Absolutely, why d’you think we’ve all come to watch? Look at Ursula Moncrief, her tongue’s practically on the floor.”

			“She’s always sucking up to him,” I muttered as we watched her trot on to the pitch in stupid high heels to ask him something.

			“Oh, Mr. O’Callaghan,” mimicked Kate, “shall I keep score?”

			“Oh, Mr. O’Callaghan, shall I hold your balls?”

			We cackled like two frustrated housewives.

			“It’s those great big rosy thighs of his,” muttered Kate as we watched him bounce around. “That’s what does it.”

			“Well, I wish he’d stop flashing them and get this show on the road. My hands are frozen.”

			“Mine too. Shall we rub them on Mr. O’Callaghan’s thighs at half-time?”

			“He’d probably love that; not sure about Orlando, though. You know my mum, don’t you?”

			She did, and they kissed and exclaimed delightedly, and before long were admiring each other’s cashmere, recommending expensive restaurants to each other and comparing the efficacy of their cleaners. I had absolutely nothing to contribute to this conversation so I kept my eyes firmly on the game.

			It set off at a breakneck pace and I held my breath, waiting excitedly for Rufus to get the ball, to race heroically down the pitch and score a try whilst the Chariots of Fire soundtrack played in my head. It didn’t take long to realise that wasn’t going to happen. The pack raged up and down the field with lots of red-faced little boys scrabbling and shoving for the ball, but Rufus seemed to regard it as more of a spectator sport. If the action came down his end he danced around the scrum excitedly, offering shrill advice, but dodged the ball neatly if it came his way. If the action was up the other end, he stood pensively, staring into space with his hands behind his back like Prince Charles, only occasionally seeming to remember where he was and jump about a bit.

			“He’s skipping,” Mum muttered to me.

			“I know,” I groaned, watching as he skipped happily after the pack when it came towards him. “Rufus, run!” I hollered.

			He smiled, waved at me, and skipped even faster.

			I pulled my hat down over my eyes. “I can’t watch.”

			“You don’t have to,” Mum informed me. “He’s off the pitch now.”

			“What!” I squeaked indignantly, pushing my hat up. Fully expecting to see Mr. O’Callaghan sending him off and bringing on a reserve, which I’d naturally object to in the strongest possible terms, I glanced around wildly. “Where?”

			“Over there. Stroking a dog.”

			Sure enough Rufus had taken time out to crouch down amongst some bemused parents on the touchline and stroke a spaniel. I daren’t yell at him for fear of alerting Mr. O’Callaghan, but as I watched, wide-eyed, I saw him move on from the spaniel to chat to a woman with a baby. He really was the Prince of Wales now, on a royal walkabout, chatting to the crowds.

			The match finally ended at 22–14 to us, no thanks at all to my son, who didn’t touch the ball once.

			As the boys shouted their three cheers for each side and we all clapped like mad, I decided perhaps it was just as well Alex hadn’t made it. He’d have been mortified. Inwardly, though, I was fuming. Where the hell was he? I’d tried his mobile all through the game and it had been switched off. Perhaps I’d try the office again. I finally managed to get through to Judith, his secretary, who said in a rather strained voice that she thought he’d gone home. Someone had rung, she said, and he’d taken the call and gone.

			“Gone home? What, not to the school?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“He was supposed to meet us here.”

			“Oh.”

			“So—hang on, Judith, who called?”

			“I’m not sure, because it went straight through to his private line.”

			“Yes, but I’m the only one who rings through on that line, aren’t I?”

			“Um, I’m not sure.”

			She sounded uncomfortable. Suddenly I went cold. My heart stopped, and then it began to pound on again. I switched off my phone and turned to Mum, who was showing Kate some earrings she’d bought in Venice.

			“They’re glass, you see, not stones at all. Terribly clever.”

			“Mum, Rufus has to have a shower and then a quick match tea. Could you possibly wait for him and bring him back?”

			“Yes of course. Why, darling, where are you going?”

			“I just want to go and find Alex.”

			Mum looked surprised at being charged with so important a duty and I could sense Kate’s eyes on me too, but in a moment I’d gone. I tucked my chin in against the wind and walked quickly across the playing fields, found my car in the car park, and seconds later was reversing out of the playground far too fast. I raced down the backstreets of Putney, clipping wing mirrors with a passing taxi and haring round bends. As I turned the corner into our road, my eyes scanned the line of parked cars. I couldn’t see it; couldn’t see the horribly familiar dark green Land Cruiser, so I told myself I was being stupid. I parked and walked quickly up my path, forcing myself not to run, but my heart was racing as I got my key out of my bag.

			As I let myself in the house, I saw the coat immediately. It was thrown casually over the back of the sofa: dark blue velvet with snappy brass buttons, and a handbag and some keys were on the hall table. From the kitchen I could hear voices, laughter. As I went through the sitting room to the kitchen, willing myself to be calm, I saw them through the French windows in the garden together. They each had a glass of champagne in hand, and Alex was throwing back his head and laughing at something she’d said. He turned as he saw me approach and I saw the light in his eyes.

			“Oh, hello, darling, look who’s here. Isn’t it marvellous? It’s Eleanor!”
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