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For Joe, and in memory of Telsche


‘Don’t be disappointed by overestimating happiness in marriage. Remember that nightingales only sing in spring time, but are generally silent once they’ve laid their eggs.’

Thomas Fuller (1608–1661), The Holy State and

The Profane State: On Marriage



AND WHAT DO YOU DO?

Sarah Long



ONE

‘What time is it, Mum? Oh no, I know we’re going to be late. If we’re late I’m not going to school. It’s all your fault.’

Charles-Edouard slumped back into his seat while Laura attempted to carve a route through the anarchic traffic that criss-crossed the Trocadero. It was rather depressing, she thought, that at the age of seven, Charles-Edouard had already developed some of the more disagreeable French traits: hysteria, a filthy temper and a tendency to blame.

‘It’s 8.42, we’ve got plenty of time, and it’s not my fault if some arsehole is blocking the road,’ she replied, honking the horn of the Renault Espace at the driver of the car in front, who had considered it quite normal to hold up rush-hour traffic for five minutes while he double-parked in front of a tabac to get his daily fix of cigarettes.

‘You said a rude word, Mum,’ remarked her other son, helpfully, ‘Arsehole, that’s where your poo comes out.’

‘It’s not that rude,’ said Laura. ‘I can think of plenty that are ruder.’

‘Well, it’s still not very nice to say arsehole, I don’t know any other mummies who say arsehole.’ He pronounced it daintily with a clear division between the syllables.

Charles-Edouard saw further opportunity to fuel his tide of self-righteousness.

‘Yeah, you’re disgusting, Mum. Why can’t you be nice like Mary Poppins?’

Laura screeched to a halt outside the school and, as every proper chauffeur should, leapt out of the car to open the door for her children.

‘Here you are my darlings, have a nice day.’

She watched them run across the playground, Charles-Edouard leading the way, doubled up beneath the weight of his swot-sized satchel. Pierre-Louis, whose stocky figure at the age of five still carried the last traces of baby roundness, followed behind, his gloves sewn slapdash on to an overlong cord which trailed along the ground. She waited until they turned to wave as they reached the door. The headmistress, looking less like an educationalist than an investment banker in her snappy two-piece, slammed the door behind the last stragglers, leaving the parents free to turn away to pursue their busy lives. Laura climbed back into her car. Time for a coffee, she thought.

Laura de Saint Léger, aged thirty-seven, retired executive and mother of two, took up her usual seat by the window of the café. A waiter approached the table. He had the grey skin of those who spend their entire life indoors and clearly hadn’t had any fresh air for about fifteen years.

‘Un grand crème et une tartine, s’il vous plaít,’ said Laura.

She knew better than to waste a smile on him as he took her order without the slightest hint of recognition, even though she regularly wasted the first half-hour of her uneventful day there. She also knew better than to ask for a café au lait, having lived in Paris long enough to know this was terribly naff. Tourists called it café au lait; for natives it was crème.

She glanced round at the company – old people, mostly alone, and a couple of business people poring over computer print-outs. Two American students, pretending to be Bohemian Left Bank poets, were scribbling self-consciously in notebooks. There was little conversation, and no one was smiling. An atmosphere of depressed resignation hung about the dinky tables as heavily as the cloud of tobacco smoke. The new regulations meant that every café had to have a properly ventilated no-smoking area, but this usually took the form of a small ‘non-fumeur’ sign tossed on to the least appealing table. That was the French for you. A load of legislation that everyone ignored.

When she first came to live in Paris, Laura used to feel guilty about blowing the equivalent of £3.50 on a cup of coffee and a buttered piece of baguette every morning when she could have more cheaply gone back to the apartment for her breakfast. Now she regarded it as her right, just as her many visitors from England considered it their right to spend as little money as possible. They would come for three or four days to enjoy the free board and lodging which Laura, as homemaker, was happy to provide, but became resentful at having to fork out for the odd refreshment. ‘How was your day?’ Laura would ask as they returned from their sightseeing trips at five o’clock and fell ravenously upon the contents of her fridge. ‘Oh, all right, but you know, we stopped at this café on the Champs Elysées, and do you know how much it was for four coffees? Ten pounds! Outrageous, isn’t it?’

Laura stirred her coffee and contemplated the day ahead. The children were off her hands until four-thirty, the longest school day in Europe, a dream for working women. It meant that the home help could spend all day slaving in the apartment before picking up the children and bringing them home for their goûter. You saw them at the school gates – mostly African or Philippine women, who called their employers madame and knew their place.

There were none of those bossy English nannies that her friends at home competed to employ – spoilt girls who expected their own cars and TVs, and even then you had to get in from work and do your own housework because they were too busy with the Play-doh to give a thought to the ironing. No, French women definitely had the right idea. Sit in an office all day while your home and children are serviced by your grateful employee. No wonder there was a higher percentage of working women in France than nearly any other European country. Femmes actives, as they were known socio-demographically.

Laura, on the other hand, was a femme inactive. Or a femme au foyer. A ménagère. Or even – and this was her preferred term – a mère de famille, which had nice dynastic overtones and sounded less depressing than Full-Time Mother. It was her choice and she was happy with it, in spite of the glazed response it provoked at dinner parties when she apologetically explained that no, she didn’t work, and yes, apart from shopping – and God knows that could fill the hours – she was pretty much her own agent until the children came home. Nine till four-thirty; it wasn’t bad. It was the kind of freedom she used to fantasise about in the days when she worked. Look at her now, for instance. She could be locked up in some dull meeting, feigning enthusiasm for another mediocre pet food campaign, instead of which she was hanging out in a Bohemian Parisian café with a copy of the Daily Mail and Libération – she was so well integrated that she read both.

She flicked briefly through Libé. Not much to interest her there, to be honest – she only bought it for the TV guide and so as not to look like a tourist. She put it down and picked up the Mail, a paper she wouldn’t be seen dead with in England, where it was the fodder of Sloaney secretaries and suburban housewives, but here in Paris she found it a great comfort to conjure up a world of instant coffee and Danish pastries, where women trapped in dull routines were sustained by tales of other, more glittering lives.

Laura, former career girl, now downgraded to housewife, picked over titbits of the rich and famous. Entertaining, provided you didn’t know them. But as she turned the pages she came across an unpleasant shock on the Femail pages.

What was this? A picture of her old college friend Penny Porter, posing in the mock fairy grotto of her Surrey mansion, perfectly dressed, and holding a baby!

Laura read the caption: ‘Not content with smashing the glass ceiling with her appointment as MD of Interfacts, Penny Porter shows you really can have it all. Little Thaddeus can be proud of his Supermum!’ Feeling nauseous, she read on: ‘“With proper back-up, it is perfectly possible to combine a career with motherhood”, says Penny. “I am very surprised that so many of my friends have chosen to throw away everything they have achieved just because they want a family. It seems such a waste.”’

Well, well, thought Laura, bitterly acknowledging the truism that every time a friend succeeds a little something inside you dies. Good old Penny, you had to hand it to her. Practical, capable Penny, always first in with her essay. Efficient, but in Laura’s opinion not really that bright.

You couldn’t envy her her success: she deserved it. She was single-minded and worked hard for what she wanted. You could tell that she had stepped into the top income bracket from her last Christmas card. It weighed three times as much as all the others and came in a padded envelope. Inside there was a printed message: ‘Wishing you a merry Christmas and a successful New Year from Penny Porter and Mark Townsend.’ Neither of them had taken the time to sign it – far too busy building their golden future. Laura and Jean-Laurent had had a laugh about it at the time. So now there was a baby as well. The pooling of genes would no doubt ensure that Thaddeus was born with the requisite trio of bulges – pecs, wallet and groin.

Laura stuffed the paper into her bag, overtipped the sullen waiter, and stepped out into the avenue Mozart in a state of confused dissatisfaction. She had always enjoyed laughing at Penny Porter, with her Head-Girl demeanour and clear-eyed certainty that she knew where she was going career-wise. But that was when they were on similar paths; every year they would meet and congratulate each other on their recent promotions, on how they were succeeding in a man’s world. And when they parted, Laura would think smugly that at least she knew it was only a game, whereas poor old Penny took it all so deathly seriously.

Then, when Laura gave birth to Charles-Edouard and was riding high on the pinnacle of new motherhood, striking the perfect work-life balance in a glorious juggling act, she could see the envy in Penny’s eyes and it had made her glad. Penny had been meticulous about taking her temperature every month and jockeying Mark into action at the propitious moment, but it had always been without result. It was early days, anyway, Penny had reasoned, she really would prefer to be at board level before taking maternity leave.

Laura remembered precisely the moment when she had told Penny that she had decided to jack in her career in order to follow her husband to Paris. It was over lunch at a wholefood café in Covent Garden. Penny was drinking Perrier and eating only green vegetables to improve her chances of conceiving a male child. Laura had delivered her news in a rush of reckless excitement and looked eagerly at Penny, wanting to see some more of that envy, waiting for her to say ‘You lucky cow, I wish it was me’. Instead of which, Penny had put down her forkful of broccoli and looked concerned.

‘Are you sure you’ve thought this through, Laura?’ she had said. ‘You know, I think you’re really going to miss working.’

Laura had been decidedly put out.

‘Oh yeah,’ she had sneered, ‘like I’m really going to miss those lovely calls from clients insisting on slapping a pack shot of their crappy cleaning product at the end of every ad. I’m really going to miss dealing with invoice queries. I’m really going to miss having lunch at the Caprice with that pitiful brand manager wetting himself because Trevor Eve’s sitting at the next table, then humiliating me by getting up and asking for his autograph! Come on, Penny, it’s going to be fantastic. You can’t say you’re not jealous!’

Penny had pushed the broccoli round her plate.

‘Of course I’m happy for you, Laura, if that’s your decision. But I can’t help wondering what you’ll do all day.’

‘Penny, I’m not going to live on some dreary old Welsh mountain, I’m going to Paris, for God’s sake. Think about it: soirées and salons, afternoons in the jardin de Luxembourg, and I finally get to spend proper quality time with the kids. I can’t wait!’

She had mentally written off Penny Porter after that conversation. If Penny was so wrapped up in her delusions of professional fulfilment that she couldn’t imagine the potential of a different way of life, then frankly she didn’t deserve her entry in Laura’s Palm Pilot. And apart from the routine exchange of Christmas cards (she had responded to the quarter-pounder quilted number with the cheapest and nastiest she could find), they hadn’t been in touch for three years. So why was it that Laura now felt so aggrieved to read about Penny’s baby?

A generous friend – albeit now a distant one – would be glad for her, and happy to see that she was scoring another goal for the sisterhood by managing to combine career and motherhood, striking the same balance that Laura had once successfully achieved before she decided to give it all up. A generous friend would go rushing off to Bonpoint now to buy a layette for little Thaddeus, or, more sensibly, a pair of age two dungarees that he could look forward to growing into.

By the time she had reached the rue de Passy, Laura had cooled down. Jealous of Penny Porter: was she mad? Here she was with her fantastic life, a husband who adored her, two gorgeous boys, plenty of money, the intellectual excitement of living in the most sophisticated of cities and the freedom to spend her days as she chose. Speaking of which, she had promised herself that she would call in at Kenzo to see what they had.

She sidestepped a West Highland terrier crouched in fouling position bang in the middle of the pavement. Holding his lead was a sour-looking fur-coated woman of the type known in Paris as a seizième – belonging to the sixteenth arrondissement: well heeled, conventional, reader of Madame Figaro, chilly, of indeterminate age, disapproving of most things except for smart clothes and an elegantly laid table. Give me a few more years and that’ll be me, thought Laura.

It took a suit in Kenzo, a couple of silky ‘bodies’ in Franck et Fils and three pairs of shoes from Carel to help restore her equilibrium, after which there was barely time to pop into Cyrillus for a half-price set of vests for Thaddeus before she had to rush off and fetch the children. Really, she didn’t know where the time went.

Laura and her family lived in a fifth-floor apartment in a quiet street behind the Trocadero in the type of building that French estate agents described with Napoleonic puff as grand standing, a terminology that reflected the importance of social status. Little people might live in scabby little buildings with scruffy entrance halls and no lifts, but those who stood tall in society would consider it horribly vulgar to live in something that wasn’t pierre de taille – constructed from noble blocks of stone to reflect the gravitas of the venerable occupants.

The status of the residents was further determined by how high up they were in the apartment block. The ground floor was of no interest to anyone, since this was the territory of the concierge, now more respectfully spoken of as the gardien. The top floor was also disregarded since it was made up of a warren of tiny maids’ rooms, occupied these days by immigrant cleaning ladies or unhappy au pair girls, or teenagers escaping the rigorous bourgeois life of their parents living below. Apart from that, the higher up you were the better since you got more light, but in older buildings the second and third floors were often the grandest, with high ceilings and elaborate mouldings, since this was where the richest occupants of the building lived before lifts were introduced.

Returning from school, Laura managed to find a parking space just outside her home, which gave her a small thrill of satisfaction. It irritated her that she had to meet the children from school every single day. After all, she had taken on an au pair girl for the sole purpose of relieving herself of such tiresome chores. But Asa the Finn, their current live-in nightmare, had put her foot down early on about the school run.

Apparently there was a father who had taken a shine to her – unlikely, but apparently true – who was always hanging round the school gates and pestering her for a date. Laura had advised her to take no notice, or else to try dressing a bit less like a harlot, but Asa said that it was too stressful and having a negative impact on her attempts to overcome her eating disorder. So Laura had caved in, as she always did, and now fetched the boys each afternoon, while Asa lay on her sofa and drew up charts for her fourteen-day eating plan.

Laura parked the car, badly as usual, and unloaded children and plastic bags of groceries on to the pavement. She made Charles-Edouard hold the heavy doors open while she ferried the bags through the art nouveau hallway to the coffin-sized lift. There was a plaque at eye level warning visitors that the lift carried two people only – maximum 150 kg. Laura had spent many a tense ride up to the fifth floor pressed up against the flanks of a neighbour while holding her breath and carefully avoiding eye contact after the initial brusque ‘Bonjour’.

Today, the lift was out of order. Someone must have disobeyed the two-person rule, or else two fat people – rare in Paris – had tipped the scales beyond the 150 kg limit. It was going to have to be the escalier. Huffing her way up the stairs, weighed down by her shopping, Laura passed the blank double doors of her neighbours’ apartments, so unwelcoming with their undistinguishable façades and uniform rectangular mats. You had no idea what you might find inside. Someone had told her that the French deliberately keep the exteriors of their apartments austere to hide their vast riches from the taxman.

The boys reached the fifth floor first, Pierre-Louis wheezing slightly from his asthma. The weather report had given the air quality as mauvais today, another excuse for the Parisians to be grumpy, as if they needed one. Laura dropped her bags and fumbled for her keys.

The boys pushed ahead of her into the apartment. Shedding their coats on the hall floor, they burst into the salon, switched on the television and took up their positions on the sofa.

‘Goûter, please, Mum’, said Charles-Edouard, his eyes fixed on the screen where warlike Japanese cartoon figures were attacking each other in a series of crudely macho poses.

‘Coming.’

Laura picked up the coats and followed the windowless corridor that led from the grand ‘front-of-house’ reception rooms to a dark, poky kitchen which afforded little light and an uninterrupted view of the dustbins. This was the price they paid for their grand standing. Even though they had a fabulous ‘triple living’ – another piece of tortured franglais denoting three high-ceilinged reception rooms with tall windows opening boastfully on to a view of the Eiffel Tower – the room they really spent time in was pitifully inadequate. ‘Who cares about the kitchen when we’ve got those marvellous rooms to entertain in?’ Jean-Laurent had wanted to know when they had first visited the apartment. Laura had agreed, swept up in a wave of excitement, imagining herself at the centre of a buzzing salon.

They entertained less than they had envisaged, though. It was such a long way to carry the food from the kitchen to the dining room, and anyway, Jean-Laurent worked so late. Laura spent more time picking up morsels of fish finger from the kitchen floor than dishing out witty ripostes from the chaise longue.

Asa was perched at the kitchen table, picking over an unappetising plate-load of chickpeas and raw cauliflower. She looked up with a reproachful smile.

‘Hi, Laura. We’ve run out of Evian.’

‘I know, I’ve just killed myself dragging six bottles up the stairs. The lift’s not working again.’

Asa’s consumption of mineral water was a daily source of irritation for Laura. Everyone else drank from the tap, but not Miss Nordic Purity, oh no, she had to flush out her Scandinavian insides with melted snow. Asa had once spent half an hour explaining how other spring waters were no good, as they came from the polluted earth, whereas Evian came from the uncontaminated mountain tops that were depicted on each arm-stretchingly heavy two-litre bottle.

Asa helped herself to a bottle and watched Laura put away the shopping.

‘Oh good, you got some more carrots. Are they organic?’

‘No idea.’

Laura couldn’t understand why Asa was so interested in the provenance of her food, since everything she ate was discreetly regurgitated in the bathroom shortly afterwards.

‘I was wondering if you might babysit tonight, Asa. I thought we might go to the cinema.’

‘Sorry, I’ve got a meeting. It’s Tuesday.’

‘Oh, of course, it’s Tuesday, silly me.’

Silly me, thought Laura, for thinking there might be some point in having you here, hogging the kitchen table, eating my food and drinking my mountain water and passing your superior remarks about nutritional balance.

‘How’s it going, anyway, the programme?’

‘Oh, Devon is very happy with me. I managed to eat two rice cakes at lunchtime, but he would have preferred three.’

Laura was not sure about Devon. A fifty-something American who claimed to be happily married, he spent a lot of time offering fatherly support to the vulnerable young girls he met at the Overeaters Anonymous meetings in the basement of the American church. Laura had never met him, but he rang every day to speak to Asa. Apparently he was her programme sponsor so it was all supposed to be above board.

‘Well, you’re certainly making up for it now,’ said Laura as Asa set about cutting up half the contents of the fruit bowl, which she carefully mixed into a generous dish of fat-free yoghurt. ‘Would you mind leaving a couple of pears for the boys’ tea?’

‘Mum! Come on, gouterl’ Charles-Edouard’s command rang down the corridor. ‘Coming.’ Laura rescued the pears from the depleted fruit bowl and opened a packet of biscuits.

‘Do you want orange juice or apple juice?’ she shouted, raising her voice to be heard above Power Rangers. Really, children just had too many choices these days.

A moment’s consultation, then, ‘I’ll take orange and Pierre-Louis will take apple.’

As if they were in a restaurant. Which they were, really. A hotel-restaurant with a staff of one. You couldn’t count Asa’s sulky contributions to the domestic household effort.

‘OK, coming.’

Laura loaded two glasses and two plates on to the tray and carried it down the corridor to set before her sons.

‘Here you are. Would you like omelette or chicken nuggets for tea?’

‘Chicken nuggets. Could you move out the way, please, I can’t see.’

Charles-Edouard frowned as he craned his neck. Laura decided, as she did most days and with negligible effect, that it was time to assert herself.

‘I think we’ll have the telly off now. Why don’t you do your homework straight away, then it’s done?’

Charles-Edouard looked at her with a contemptuous sneer that wouldn’t disgrace an adolescent. ‘It’s much too early, we haven’t even had tea yet.’

‘So? You don’t always have to leave it until the last minute.’

‘Are you going out tonight?’

‘No. Asa is.’

‘Good. I don’t like Asa. She doesn’t let us watch TV. I hate it when Asa babysits.’

‘Don’t be horrible about Asa,’ said Laura, wondering if her dislike of the girl had been subconsciously transmitted to her son, or whether he had simply inherited her own keen judgement of character.

Laura contemplated the tea/bath/homework/bed routine stretching ahead in all its dreary predictability. At least, she thought, there was some compensation for being confined to quarters. She and Jean-Laurent would be able to spend an intimate evening in on their own without the omnipresent Asa. She would make sure the children were safely tucked up in bed before he got back, so she could give him her full and undivided attention. She would change into one of those flimsy pieces of lingerie she had bought this morning, and maybe wear the jacket from the Kenzo suit. Unfortunately the skirt needed altering – she had left it with the shop for them to let out an extra inch or two around the waistband – but her old elasticated Ghost peasant number would go perfectly well. She would go to town on the food, too, something nice and rich from this month’s Cuisine et Vins de France, with a proper pudding, maybe a pressed chocolate cake. They would dine at the formal table, looking out on to the Eiffel Tower, and Jean-Laurent would talk her through his day.

It was marvellous that she had so little stress now in her daily life that she was free to give full attention to her husband. So much better than the old days in London when she was caught up in her own career and barely had time to listen to him. Poor love, it had been so tough for him: he used to complain that he was the forgotten member of the family, lurking at the bottom of her busy list of priorities along with putting the rubbish out twice a week.

Thank God those days were well and truly over; now she had become the perfect French wife. And tonight Jean-Laurent would be enthroned in his rightful place as her Number One Priority. She would make sure they were safely cuddled up in bed before the heart-sinking sound of Asa’s key in the lock announced her return to the fold and the end of their glorious intimacy.

She went back to the kitchen and took a packet of chicken nuggets and a magret de canard from the freezer.

‘Rice or pasta?’ she bellowed back to her boys. Why did she always offer them choices? Why not just put it in front of them? Why try to please them all the time? The unhelpful answer came ringing back.

‘Pierre-Louis will take rice and I will take pasta.’

It served her right for asking.


TWO

Three hours later, Laura’s master plan for a seductive dîner à deux was running perfectly to plan. The children were in bed and she was snipping the ends off the haricots verts, while listening to the Archers crackling faintly from the radio that was placed against the window to minimise interference. Radio 4 played a larger part in her life now that she lived abroad. She had never had time to listen to it much in London, when the Archers coincided with handover time with the nanny and the phone was always ringing.

Jean-Laurent used to get home earlier in those days, when he was studying for his MBA. Her younger man. He was usually back before her, and she would come home from the office to find him bouncing Charles-Edouard on his knees, a picture of carefree youthfulness, his student files tossed carelessly on the kitchen counter while the nanny smiled indulgently as she prepared the baby’s bottle. He liked the way she dressed then, in tight powerful clothes. ‘I love to be your kept man,’ he would say as he slipped his hand up her short skirt. ‘You know, I just have this thing about older women. Especially businesswomen in tiny little suits.’

He had been her lodger before he became her husband. Her girlfriends had been quite jealous when her advertisement in Loot turned up the good-looking Frenchman – he was certainly a cut above the sad cases that usually came crawling out of the woodwork in response to her demand for a single professional male. Not that she had been advertising for a boyfriend, of course. She did have friends who had gone down that route: finding themselves single at the age of thirty, they had commendably set about doing something about it and joined discreet dating agencies called things like Drawing Down the Moon or Reining In a Man. Her old school friend Caroline Murray had tried placing an ad – she called it an advert, though Laura kept telling her this was old hat and immediately marked her out as unmarriageable – in Time Out’s lonely hearts, then read out the replies to an assembled committee of girlfriends who helped her sift them into two piles: Too Sad to Contemplate and Worth a Sniff.

Laura, however, had been perfectly happy with her single status. She had already had one live-in boyfriend, so she knew she was capable of maintaining a happy relationship. She had reacted well when Simon had ended it, explaining that he wasn’t really ready to settle down and therefore it just wasn’t fair on her for them to carry on. She had thanked him for his honesty and agreed that they must remember the good times, that in no way did it represent five years down the pan. When he became engaged to someone else three months later, she had spent a weekend weeping under the duvet, but then emerged, calm and resolute, to count her blessings and remind herself that thirty was hardly the end of the line, that spinster was a joke word from another century and that the notion of being on the shelf was a cruel legacy from an age before sisters were doing it for themselves.

So when she advertised for a professional male housemate, it was simply a matter of seeking a balance in the house she owned in Stockwell. She already had one girl lodger and she didn’t want to turn the household into a seething pit of female hormones, all thin skin, empathy and synchronised cycles. She imagined she might get a sensible chartered accountant who ate square meals and played football at weekends; she liked the idea of his sports kit hanging up to dry alongside the lacy G-strings.

But when Jean-Laurent turned up on the doorstep she was, frankly, bowled over. He was so young, just twenty-two, and spoke English with a halting French accent you felt had been designed for the sole purpose of seducing recently dumped romantic Englishwomen. He was studying, he said without irony, to become a Big Businessman, and he had a copy of Porter’s Competitive Advantage tucked under his perfectly muscled arm as if to prove it.

She took him upstairs to show him the bedroom and stood back to let him in. He brushed against her as he passed, and as he walked over to look out of the window – at a rather frightening sink estate; she hoped to God it wouldn’t put him off – she took in his jeans, the way they hung around his hips with a louche insouciance that only really works on bodies not long out of adolescence.

He turned to her and smiled. Dark hair, blue eyes, a miraculous fusion of Celtic fringe and hot Latin lover.

‘I like it,’ he said. ‘And I like you, too.’

Laura tried to hold his steady gaze but was overcome by an old maidish flutter and quickly led him down to the kitchen for a mug of tea so they could continue the interview in less intimate surroundings.

‘I’ve got two more people coming to see it tonight, so I’ll call you after that,’ she said, trying to appear impartial.

He raised his eyebrows in mock dismay.

‘You mean you don’t want me?’

Don’t be ridiculous, she thought. The idea of not wanting him was so ludicrous it was beyond the realms of possibility. Not wanting him was about as likely as fancying Neil Kinnock.

‘Well, you might like to think about it,’ she said. ‘Stockwell isn’t exactly South Kensington, after all. Although it’s only five stops on the tube,’ she added quickly. Was she crazy, trying to put him off?

He twisted his beautiful face into a pout of disagreement.

‘No, South Kensington is full of French people. While I am here I want to live in the real London, with real English people. Like you.’

‘How long is your course?’ she asked, already in a panic in case he said six months.

‘Two years.’

Two whole years. With him under her roof. What bliss. She hoped he couldn’t see how much pleasure his answer had given her, and switched the conversation to the safe and general.

‘And what do you make of us over here? Us “roshifs”? Do we live down to your expectations?’

‘Oh, I like the people here. Very nice, very friendly. But you know, I think the English men are strange.’

‘Strange?’

‘Yes,’ he said, looking at her meaningfully over his Princess Diana mug. ‘I think they do not look after their women.’

Laura knew he would look after her. He would cherish her. He would worship the ground she walked on. He wouldn’t say he wasn’t ready to settle down and then get engaged to somebody else three months later.

He moved into her house the following week, and into her bed a month later. Laura was ecstatic. On Saturday mornings they lay entwined together while he read her passages from Sun Tzu’s The Art of War for Executives.

It was extraordinary, he said, how the battle plans of some old Chinaman who was a contemporary of Confucius held such relevance in today’s business world. ‘Conquerors estimate in their temple before the war begins,’ he would proclaim as she came back to the bedroom with two cups of coffee. ‘The great general entraps the enemy but retains his own freedom.’

Then, as she took off her dressing gown and slipped under the covers, he would pull her towards him and get straight down to business. ‘The best military strategy is to use superior positioning,’ he would murmur as he took up his own vantage point. ‘Cross the mountains by following the valleys,’ he would add, with a light and thrilling caress, then, slightly less erotically, ‘When crossing a swamp, move quickly... keep away from gorges, hollows and crevices which form natural traps and snares.’

They would get up some time in the afternoon and go shopping to Sainsbury’s at Nine Elms. He always pushed the trolley, pausing at every shelf to study packaging for evidence of brand advantage. ‘You know, Laura, the troops of a skilled leader are like the simultaneously responding serpent that lived in the mountains of Chang. If its head is threatened, its tail attacks, if its tail is threatened, its head attacks. And if the body is threatened, both head and tail attack together. Brilliant.’

Sometimes, to be honest, she did get a bit tired of Sun Tzu.

‘I can’t see any snakes in here, though, Jean-Laurent, only ready meals, luckily. Do you want Goan fish curry or Chicken Tikka Masala?’

‘I don’t mind. But not that moussaka you got last time. One day, Laura, you will learn to cook. I will take you to live in France, we will go to the market and you will be ashamed to think of those days when you used to insult your French lover by giving him frozen food only fit for a dog.’

But he didn’t really care. He agreed with her that an hour wasted in the kitchen was an hour that could be spent in the bedroom, and the bedroom was where they liked to be.

Laura’s friends were gratifyingly jealous when she arrived at parties with her new French boyfriend. The women found him charming; his foreigness set him apart and added value to his already striking looks. The men ganged up defensively, agreeing that his failure to enjoy sinking six pints of bitter was clear evidence of his dodginess. Her gay friend Christopher hoped they were right, and didn’t bother to disguise the fact that he was green with envy.

‘God, that boy’s hot,’ he said one night, watching Jean-Laurent jiving to REM’s ‘Shiny Happy People’ (like all French people, he always danced ‘le rock’, 1950s style, no matter how inappropriate the music). ‘Do pass him on to me when you’ve finished with him. He’s obviously a woof. No offence, Laura, but when a girl gets a boyfriend who’s so much more attractive than her, it’s always a sure sign.’

Dinner parties were a little more difficult. Jean-Laurent’s English was fast improving but the quick-fire references over the dinner table left him feeling mute and foreign.

‘What did Clovis mean?’ he would ask, ‘about his boss being a bitter little redbrick person?’

‘Oh, it’s just a load of snobbish old nonsense,’ Laura reassured him. ‘I can’t tell you how happy I am to have you as an escape from all that stuff.’

When he became her lover, he still carried on paying the rent; she didn’t want it to seem that she was paying for his services. But of course she financed his lifestyle. He was only a student, albeit one with appetising prospects, whereas she was coining it in at the agency. Clients loved her – she was smart and a bit posh, but not so much as to make them feel inferior. Other people at the agency might smirk when the marketing director of Bartons bakery boasted that he probably had the best TV set in Orpington, but Laura would nod appreciatively and ask how wide the screen was, and whether he had integral speakers with Dolby surround-sound.

Jean-Laurent was fascinated by her tales from the office. She represented the world that awaited him, an arena where all his carefully learned business precepts would be put into action, where he would Learn to Fight, Do it Right, Burn the Bridges and Seize the Day as instructed by Sun Tzu. Until he arrived at that great day, he was happy to rely on Laura for providing food and wine and the company of those who were really starting to make a difference in their chosen careers. As a Frenchman he understood the importance of knowing the right people, and realised his employment prospects could only be enhanced by living with the youngest group account director of Soul, Baring and Fuchs.

When Laura fell pregnant with Charles-Edouard, it was to Jean-Laurent’s credit that he didn’t turn a hair. Other young men of his age might have been a little less calm, might even have harboured dark thoughts of fleeing on the next plane back to Paris, but Jean-Laurent had expressed his sincere joy, proposed marriage and suggested that the house should now be put in their joint names since they were effectively to become an economic unit.

The female lodger tactfully departed and was in time replaced by a solidly built Slovakian nanny whose unswerving interest in Jean-Laurent’s business studies might have presented a threat had she not looked like the back of a bus. ‘My employers are a wonderful couple,’ she would boom out to anyone who crossed the threshold. ‘I respect and admire them enormously.’

After completing his course, Jean-Laurent was snapped up by one of those conglomerates that you always associate with soap powder but who also make ice cream and instant custard. When his lithe torso slipped effortlessly out of his student jeans and into a navy blue suit, Laura felt reassured that the age gap between them had suddenly narrowed, and celebrated by conceiving a second child. By the time Pierre-Louis was born, they were just like any other married couple. Everyone said you would never think she was so much older, they looked so good together.

And now, several years down the line, it was payback time and Laura had been served up the perfect Parisian life of leisure. The student had become the serious earner, the career woman was now the kept woman. As an investment, Jean-Laurent had proved to be a sound bet, Laura thought smugly, inserting slivers of garlic into the dark red flesh of the duck breast as the jaunty theme tune of the Archers faded into the self-righteous urgency of Robin Cook preparing to Face the Facts.

She switched off the radio and poured a generous measure of extra virgin olive oil into a cup. It was funny how all olive oil claimed to be extra virgin. You couldn’t get the raddled old slightly soiled variety, which presumably must exist somewhere, probably in Italy where olive-growing peasants sacrificed all the virginal stuff to the export market and made do with the dregs.

She must look out for it next time they were in Umbria – it could make an interesting addition to her storecup-board. She was getting bored to death with extra virgin olive oil, to be honest. Not like vinegar, where you had infinite choice. Raspberry, balsamic, cider, sherry, white wine with a sprig of dried-up tarragon hanging down inside the bottle. She could remember a time when all you got was malt vinegar. Delicious on chips, but unthinkable on salad.

Uncorking a bottle of chilled Bourgogne Aligoté, Laura prepared herself a Kir. The thick blackcurrant syrup swirled into the wine, creating a deliciously adult version of Ribena. Quality of life – that was what they had, and now, with dinner prepared, she was free to enjoy her aperitif.

How different this was from when she worked. She thought back to that terrible time when she had returned to work from maternity leave after Pierre-Louis was born. Exhausted by night feeds and with a trying toddler competing for her attention, she had been looking forward to reclaiming the order of a structured adult world. But she hadn’t reckoned on her emotional fragility, and found herself wounded by snide remarks from colleagues like, Here she was again after a nice rest, and, How long before she popped out another one and took a few more months off?

Her boss, though legally obliged to appear supportive, had let slip that he found her rather less on the ball than she used to be. Once, during the Coffee and Networking session at a conference, she had forgotten a senior client’s name and had been gauche enough to ask him to remind her of it. ‘Buck up, Laura,’ her boss had said. ‘You’re not at the mother and baby group now, you know!’

She had toughened up after that and battled on, but like a trapped animal she began obsessing about finding a way out. It took two years for the opportunity to present itself. Two more years of hard grind until Jean-Laurent was offered a big job in Paris and his wife the chance to become the passive Trailing Spouse. Laura had thrown in the towel with unrestrained rejoicing and jumped on the long slide to domestic happiness. She remembered the relief, how thrilled she had been when she had told her friends. ‘Do you realise,’ one stressed-out working mother had said, ‘that you are the envy of every woman in this room?’

She carried her glass into the triple living and contemplated the perfection of her current life. While her friends in London were stuck on the treadmill, grinding up another rung on the oh-so-illusionary career ladder, here she was with nothing to do except look forward to a civilised evening with her gorgeous young husband who at this very moment was working his socks off to support his devoted family.

They usually ate in the kitchen, but tonight she was showing her gratitude by setting the table in the dining room with the fussy clutter of crockery, glasses and serviettes that Jean-Laurent liked to sit down to. He had a very French respect for the importance of les arts de la table, and she had even put out the shell-encrusted centrepiece that he had bought her for Christmas, although she privately thought it rather ugly and not worth the space it took up. It was specially designed to support a plate of coquilles Saint-Jacques, and came with a set of eight gold-sprayed giant shells containing clusters of imitation pearls that you were supposed to put in front of each guest’s place setting.

Laura moved into the salon and settled into an armchair to watch the flashing lights of the lift slowly climbing its way up the Eiffel Tower. A view that people would die for, the stuff of a million postcards, and a far cry from the problem estate which was all you could see from her sitting room in Stockwell. Strange to think that they had wanted to pull down the Eiffel Tower after the Great Exhibition. Aesthetes found that its metal lines defaced the city skyline. No danger of that now. A few years ago they had hired a team of mountaineers to paint it. She used to watch them from her window, dangling off their cords, holding paintbrushes instead of ice picks.

Laura was on her second Kir when the phone rang. She walked through the grandiose double door to the third room of the triple living, which served as an office. Or a study. They couldn’t decide what to call it, both functions being unnecessary to their home life. She picked up the receiver.

‘Allo?’ She answered with the standard French salutation which always made her friends from England laugh. ‘’Allo, ‘allo,’ they would reply jokily, getting into continental mode in anticipation of the nice free trip to Paris they were usually calling to fix up.

This time, though, it was her friend Francine.

‘Salut, Laura. Je te dérange?’ In spite of their reputation for rudeness, the French were always terribly apologetic on the phone, anxious in case they were disturbing some intimate moment. They certainly never called during mealtimes; that would be an unspeakable invasion of privacy.

‘No, not at all, how are you, Francine?’

‘Oh, ça va. I am just ringing to confirm dinner on Thursday.’

‘Yes, that’s fine, we’re looking forward to it.’

‘Bien. You have our address? So here is the code: AB 596. Ciao.’

Laura jotted the numbers down in her diary. After nightfall, most apartment buildings became impenetrable fortresses, accessible only to those equipped with the secret code. Gone were the days of the nosy concierge who knew exactly who was invited where. As a vigilante she had been supplanted by an electronic panel, which left her only the unglamorous tasks of cleaning the porch and dragging out the wheelie-bins each evening. No wonder the French considered it a job best left to the Portuguese.

Jean-Laurent de Saint Léger, twenty-nine and gorgeous, was reading a business book in his office. He spent quite a lot of time reading business books. He kept a pile beside his side of the bed, and a back-up supply at work, where he was earmarked as the bright young hope of marketing. He couldn’t get on a plane these days without picking up two or three slim manuals at the airport bookshop, books carefully targeted at jet-setters like himself who put them on their expenses.

Today he was flicking through Stress and Counterstress – Guidelines for Executives and High Achievers. He liked the message that stress was necessary. Giant sloths and koalas hung from trees and had no stress, and were now endangered through their loss of natural defences. That couldn’t happen to him. The point about being a big shot was that your stress level lifted you above the little people. Big shots did not creep home for a quiet night in with overweight older wives. No sir. Big shots met their girlfriends in buzzy happening places where they could be admired.

He reached for the phone and fiddled with his pen while he waited for Laura to answer. He was surprised how adept he had become at lying.

‘Hallo, it’s me. Look, I’m sorry, but something’s come up, and I’m going to have to have dinner with François to sort it out.’

Laura’s heart sank. Her careful preparations were all for nothing then.

Jean-Laurent heard the disappointment in her silence.

‘Hallo? Laura?’

She pulled herself together. She shouldn’t be ungrateful – it was hardly his fault that he had to make sacrifices for his high-powered job. She tried to lighten up.

‘Dinner with François, as opposed to dinner with André?’ she said brightly.

‘What?’

‘Nothing, just an allusion to a masterpiece of the French cinema. Don’t worry, you’re French, you wouldn’t know it.’

‘I’m sorry, it’s a real bore. I wish I could come home instead.’

‘It is a bore actually. I’ve done a magret de canard.’

‘Oh no, I thought maybe you would have eaten with the children. Are they OK?’

‘They’re all right. Pierre-Louis got eight out of ten for dictation. Not that that can be of any real interest to you, in your great office crisis.’

‘It’s much more interesting to me, actually, but you know what François is like, he gets very stressed out before these big conferences, so I just need to run through a few things with him.’

‘Well, he’s the boss. Oh, Francine rang. Are you still all right for Thursday?’

‘Oh... yes...’

He sounded evasive.

‘I might be a bit late, though. Probably better to meet you there?’

‘All right. I’ll see you later then.’

But she couldn’t entirely resist piling on the self-pity.

‘Don’t worry about me, sitting quietly alone in front of the telly.’

‘But you like watching telly, and you always say you like to have time on your own. Go and have a bath and make yourself beautiful.’

‘More beautiful, I think you mean.’

‘More beautiful. Au revoir, chérie.’

‘What time will you be back?’

‘I’m not sure. Don’t wait up for me.’

‘OK. Bye then.’

‘Ciao.’

Alone in his office, Jean-Laurent sat back in relief. A slight twinge of guilt only served to add an edge to his excitement at the evening ahead. And anyway, he knew that he did not need to feel guilty. Flavia had made that quite clear. Their falling in love was not his fault, it had just happened. He was a highly charged person who needed to live life on a higher plane, not being dragged down by the suffocating domesticity that seemed to suit Laura so well.

When he had promised to be faithful to her, she had been as sharp-witted in the boardroom as she was hot in the bedroom. It was she, not he, who had changed. What had he done to deserve someone whose conversation these days rarely got beyond play dates, marks out of ten for dictation and cunning ways with polenta? Not to mention the fact that she was now a good two stone heavier than when he had first met her. Flavia had explained that in a previous age Laura would probably have died in childbirth anyway, so it was quite normal that he, an alpha male, would have gone on to other, better things, such as a twenty-eight-year-old Jungian psychologist with a fabulous arse.

He glanced back down at his book and studied the arousal-performance curve. It seemed you performed best when under some stress, just enough to get the heart and blood sugar up to a reasonable level of excitement. He picked up the phone to leave his message.

‘Flavia, I’ll meet you at Barfly, nine o’clock.’

Laura hung up and went into the kitchen, forcing herself to be positive. She enjoyed her own company and this was an opportunity for a lovely, quiet evening in on her own. But she would have preferred to spend it with Jean-Laurent. She loved to hear his stories of office life, who said what to whom, to applaud his moments of triumph and commiserate on the minor setbacks he encountered on his road to international business glory.

She shoved the magret de canard back into the fridge. Pity, she had been looking forward to that, but she certainly wasn’t going to cook it just for herself. How tragic could you get? For her birthday, Jean-Laurent had once given her a copy of a cookbook by Delia Smith called One Is Fun. For when he was away on business, he said. As if anyone would bother to go to all that trouble so they could sit down for a lonely three-course dinner on their own. Is that what Delia did, carefully measuring out a solitary ounce of flour to create that memorable meal which she could then congratulate herself on in the echoing silence of her dining room? Laura thought of all the people she could give a copy of the book to: her recently widowed uncle, perhaps, or her still-single friends. A marvellously tactless gift for a fortieth birthday. Still unattached? Not much chance now – here, have a copy of One Is Fun.

She slid a frozen pizza into the microwave and refilled her glass. Carrying her downgraded meal through into the salon, she sank on to the sofa and switched on the television. The only thing that Libération had recommended was a documentary on Channel 5 about a high school in a suburb of Paris. Saint Denis was the suburb in question: it always was on these slice-of-real-life programmes. You saw it signposted off the A1 running north to the airport; the sign ought to read ‘Saint Denis, favoured location of gritty documentary makers’. The suburbs had a different connotation here in Paris. In London it suggested dull people mowing their lawns. In France, ‘la banlieue’ was high-rise territory where the social problems were.

Instead of brewing criminal tensions in the inner city, they were all banished to the no-man’s-land beyond the périphérique, to places like Saint Denis. This was what gave Paris its bourgeois, toy-town flavour.

She flicked channels. A tedious studio discussion on Channel 3 with thirty people having their say on the thirty-five-hour week. She changed to Channel 1 and found Sacrée Soirée, where the usual crew of French stars were having a conspicuously good time together, clapping their hands as best they could whilst holding large microphones and looking quite out of tune with the morose demeanour of most of their compatriots. That left her to choose between a dubbed American TV movie and something with people glowering at each other in a vineyard that she thought she might have seen before.

If she were in England now, there was bound to be some juicy detective thing on that she could really wallow in. Or she could ring a girlfriend for a chat. Or catch up on some paperwork that she had brought home from the office. Fill in her expenses.

She switched off the TV and was suddenly panicked by the strange silence of the apartment. Those gleaming parquet floors depressed her sometimes, and there was something cold and impersonal about the high windows with their ornate iron bars. Alone in her beautiful prison, what wouldn’t she give to be back amidst the chintz curtains and fitted carpets of her cosy house in Stockwell?

But this was stupid and negative. Most people would give their eye teeth to be in her position. She went into the bathroom and performed her toilette, as she now called it, wondering whether to keep on the silky lingerie to surprise Jean-Laurent on his return from his business dinner.

In the end her need for comfort was stronger, and she settled on the winceyette nightshirt and went to bed with the memoirs of Brigitte Bardot. Brigitte was recalling her amazement that the concierge of a Spanish hotel where she was staying seemed unwilling to sleep with her. Him a nothing, given the chance of a lifetime to sleep with Brigitte Bardot, and all he could do was weep and say that his grandmother had just died. It was, she said, the first and last time that anyone had ever refused her. Laura yawned and switched off the light.

Much later, she heard the bedroom door and was aware of Jean-Laurent undressing surreptitiously in the darkened room, taking care not to wake her. As he slipped beneath his side of the duvet and hunched his back against her, she turned towards him and wrapped herself into his warm, familiar shape. After the hurly-burly of the chaise longue, she thought, the deep, deep peace of the double bed. Thank goodness she was married.

Thank goodness I’m not married, thought Asa, replacing her toothbrush and taking a swig of breath freshener. Poor old Laura must have spent hours last night preparing that disgusting looking duck, but Jean-Laurent had obviously let her down again. Asa knew this because when she got in from her meeting, she had gone in search of a late night snack and found two breast fillets festering on a plate in the fridge.

And now Laura was at it again. She’d fished out the same bit of meat and was once more trying to please her husband by cooking him up an old carcass. How sad was that? But at least it left Asa free to go out again tonight. On a rather special date.

She spat out the Listerine and looked at herself in the mirror. Twenty-four years old and fifty-five kilos heavy but you couldn’t see the fat bits in this mirror and she was not displeased with what she saw from the neck up. Fresh complexion, blonde hair hanging limply to the chin in the straggly style recently reclaimed from the 1970s. Delicate gold nose-ring which in her darker moments made her think of a fat bull being pulled into the market to be prodded and bartered over by rough farmers. Luckily there was no full-length glass in her bathroom. She needed to go into Laura’s bedroom to be confronted by the bloated reality of her silhouette, which mocked her with its obdurate folds of whale flesh, as cold and heavy as the northern seas of her native Finland.

She felt better now, purified by the expulsion of those empty calories she had so greedily wolfed down. Two family-size bars of Côte d’Or chocolate and a whole baguette now safely despatched to the Paris sewer system where they could do no harm. Leaving her free to plan a reasonable, vegetable-based meal in accordance with her fourteen-day meal plan.

Asa from Finland. She didn’t need a surname, since au pairs lived like cuckoos in the nests of their employers. Her mail was sent chez de Saint Léger, which was all anyone needed to know. Asa, the Finnish au pair, temporarily attached to Laura and Jean-Laurent and their two tiresome children. At least she could get up and leave whenever she wanted. Unlike poor Laura, trapped there for ever to watch her sons grow and flourish while she faded into obscurity. God forbid Asa would ever find herself in that position.

As au pair jobs went, hers wasn’t bad. At least she was allowed to live in the apartment, and had her own luxurious bathroom and a decent-sized room. Most of the jeunes filles were banished to the top of the building to tiny chambres de bonne with one shared toilet. That could be very embarrassing in view of her present problems, though she was making good progress thanks to Devon, her sponsor at Overeaters Anonymous. She thought fondly of his hand squeezing hers at the last meeting. The way he looked into her eyes. He felt her pain. Which made her feel doubly guilty about the bingeing session she had just indulged in.

Still, she would be able to put on a good performance for him now. They were to meet in one of the few vegetarian restaurants the city had to offer. He said it was good for her to eat in public. He would go through her meal plans with her, make sure her goals were realistic. Just the two of them. She put on a last coat of mascara and headed for the door.

Laura called to her from the kitchen.

‘Are you off out, Asa?’

There was no mistaking the pleasure in her voice.

‘Yes. I’m meeting some friends.’

‘Good for you. Have a nice time.’

Don’t patronise me, thought Asa.

‘Thank you, see you later,’ she said.

‘Well, there’s an unexpected treat,’ announced Laura as she flounced into the living room with two champagne flutes. ‘I was going to be nice to her and give her a glass, but now we’ll just have to finish the bottle ourselves. Here we are, my darling, let’s drink to a gloriously intimate evening.’

Jean-Laurent put down Le Point magazine and held the glass up to the light.

‘Is it the vintage? We’re not celebrating anything, are we?’

‘Yes we are. We are celebrating our perfect life, our happy marriage and the best decision I ever made, which was to follow you to Paris.’

Jean-Laurent looked at her suspiciously.

‘I hope this is not a case of the lady doth protest too much.’

‘You see, you’re not even English but you can still quote Shakespeare. What a catch you are, how blessed I am.’

‘What has brought this on? Not planning to leave me, are you?’

‘Ah, but always the underlying distrustfulness of the Frenchman. No, of course not. Why, are you planning to leave me?’

‘Not until I have eaten that magret de canard. I must say that from a low base you have achieved a culinary prowess that would satisfy even the most demanding mother-in-law. In fact, you might say you have become the perfect French housewife.’

‘Jean-Laurent, you know I don’t like that word.’

‘What’s wrong with it? It’s what you are, isn’t it?’

‘No, it’s not what I am. I am a rather talented account director who has decided to take some time out for the sake of her family. My mum is a housewife. She wears Ecco shoes, irons my dad’s underpants and goes to coffee mornings, bless her.’

He laughed.

‘Whereas you go to the café for your coffee, wear Manolo Blahnik stilettos and get the au pair to see to the laundry. Quite different.’

‘Please, just don’t refer to me as a housewife.’

‘All right then, how about household manager?’

‘Jean-Laurent!’

‘OK, OK, as far as I’m concerned, you’re just my lovely lady wife. Santé!’

They clinked their glasses.

‘Do you remember Penny Porter?’ said Laura.

‘Of course. Very intelligent woman, very focused. Quite sexy, too.’

‘Don’t say that! You’re meant to say hard-bitten and self-obsessed. And with all the sex appeal of a male chartered accountant.’

‘Actually, I do recall she had rather large feet.’

‘Thank you. Well, she’s had a baby.’

‘So what?’

‘I know, so what. People do. But there was a picture of her in the Daily Mail.’

‘That rag! I thought you never read it.’

‘I don’t. But there she was. In a lifestyle piece. Boring old Penny Porter the subject of a lifestyle piece! I couldn’t believe it. Banging on about the joys of combining career and motherhood.’

‘You’re not jealous, are you?’

‘No, of course not. She chose her career, I chose lifestyle. But now she’s got both, damn her.’

Jean-Laurent sighed and sank back into the sofa.

‘Laura, stop it, this is getting boring. It was your choice. I didn’t have to take this job, we could have stayed in London, but you seemed only too keen to chuck in your career. You can’t blame her for doing what you might have done. Choices, it all boils down to choices!’

‘I know, I know, you make your bed and you lie in it. And at least I get to lie with you.’

‘At least you do.’

‘How was François?’

‘François?’

‘Your dinner date last night.’

‘Oh, François. Sorry, I was on another tangent. Yes, well... François was François, you know what he’s like.’

‘No I don’t, I’ve never met him.’

‘We’ll have to invite him round, then,’ said Jean-Laurent.

Though not too soon, he thought. It wouldn’t do to have Laura tripping up his favourite alibi.
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