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  ONE


  Next Wednesday? I thought I had two more weeks! Jane tried to keep the note of panic out of her voice. If she couldnt cope, theyd find someone who
  could. Freelance translators were two-a-penny, she couldnt afford to be difficult.


  Well yes, she said, that should be OK, Ill just have to up the pace, thats all. Without compromising the quality, of course. She laughed
  reassuringly. Nothing like a bit of adrenaline to kick the machine into action. Thanks Gus, Ill be in touch next week. Yup, you too, bye.


  Jane slumped back behind the kitchen table. It was a good thing Gus couldnt see her, still in her pyjamas, surrounded by last nights unwashed dishes. It wasnt exactly
  professional. The domestic squalor would have to wait, she thought, pushing aside a pile of papers to unearth her laptop. She was getting good money for this job, and no-one was going to pay her
  for cleaning the house.


  She switched on the computer and listened to the opening chords of Windows ringing nobly round her kitchen-cum-office. Over to you, it said, now is the time to launch into your flawless
  translation of Bridges of France. It had seemed such a good idea at the time, working from home. It meant she could fit it round the rest of her life, leaving time for her daughter and her
  partner. Juggling on her own terms in a heroic bid to have it all, the way women were supposed to these days.


  If she was going to meet this new deadline, shed need to get at least three chapters done before she went to meet Liberty from school. She took a bite of her toast and watched the crumbs
  fall into the gaps between the letters on the keyboard. Disgusting really. There must be all kinds of detritus lurking down there, it could muck up the whole system. She picked up the laptop,
  turned it upside down and shook it gently. Bits of food and hair and dust showered onto the table. Even a couple of nail clippings  how vile. She brushed them onto the floor, then dabbed a
  tissue to her mouth and set about polishing the keys. You couldnt be expected to work when your fingers stuck to the plastic piano, made glutinous by a childs sticky hands.


  She threw the tissue in the bin and ran her fingers over the smooth surface of the clean keyboard. That was better; she was now equipped for a full days work. She pushed her hair back
  from her face and fastened it with a comb belonging to her daughter that had been discarded beside a plate of congealing gravy. It was no good, shed have to load the dishwasher. Even for
  someone with her own low hygiene standards, there were limits. She didnt want social services coming round and seizing her daughter.


  She swiftly loaded the plates and wiped down the table. It would be nice to have a cleaner, but Will thought domestic staff smacked of bourgeois exploitation, and it was cheaper for her to do it
  herself.


  Now, where was she . . . the Pont dAvignon, rich source of a myriad of treasured folkloric history, not least the celebrated song beloved of generations of children . . . Too
  folksy. She mustnt slip into whimsy just because Gus had cruelly brought forward her deadline. Start again. The Pont dAvignon, source of many legends as old as the noble stones
  themselves, and familiar to every French schoolchild. Better. She typed on, silently, swiftly, and was soon nearing the end of the chapter, which she would celebrate by taking a swift bath and
  getting dressed. It was one thing to do the morning school-run in your pyjamas, safely hidden in the car, but you couldnt stand outside the gates of Leinster Prep at four oclock
  dressed like a tramp.


  With just two pages to go, Jane became aware of an unpleasant sensation in her feet. She was wearing a pair of Wills old socks  he found slippers depressing  and when she
  looked down she saw that, for some reason, they were now sodden through. Not only that, the entire floor was covered with water, The dishwasher, of course. Not again: fourteen years old, what could
  you expect? Will had retrieved it as part of his spoils from the divorce, determined to take advantage of its extended guarantee. It always broke down when he was safely out of the way.


  She paddled her way across the kitchen, soaking her knees as she bent down and reached under the sink in a well-practised routine to turn off the water supply. Once again shed have to
  call the engineer and face his incredulity as he patched it up. You should get a new one, love, hed say, and shed agree, only Will wouldnt hear of it.


  Cursing, she pulled out the mop and bucket and started slopping around. It wouldnt be like this if she worked in an office. The whole house could burn down for all shed know about
  it, whereas being at home meant she was always on hand to take care of domestic crises.


  The phone rang again. If thats someone trying to sell me car insurance, Jane told herself, they are in for a bumpy ride.


  Hallo, you sexy beast. It was Will calling from work. Hed already written his column and was sitting feet up on his desk, swigging from an Evian bottle.


  Will, great timing, said Jane. Your nasty old dishwasher has just blown up again. Its got to go, otherwise I will.


  Thats a very Wilclean threat, he said. Just ring Zanussi, its under guarantee.


  Im always ringing Zanussi, they hate me.


  Dont dramatise, darling, its only an appliance.


  An appliance thats begging to be put out of its misery.


  You know our views on needless waste, he said, crumpling the plastic bottle with one hand and chucking it across the room towards the bin. Landfill sites are clogged up with
  perfectly serviceable white goods, we dont want to make any further contribution to the death of the planet.


  Sod the planet, Ive got work to do. Gus has brought forward my deadline and the kitchens flooded.


  Will observed a brief silence.


  On a brighter note, he went on, Ive invited Chas over tonight. I thought you might like to do your mushroom risotto. You could stop off at Fresh and Wild on your way
  to school.


  Or you could stop off on your way home.


  Id love to, he said regretfully, as if nothing would have given him more pleasure, only theyll be closed by then. Were not all part-timers.


  Part-time cleaner, chief cook and bottle-washer.


  And talented translator. You are an extraordinary woman, I realise that.


  She softened at the flattery. All right then. What time will you be here?


  Dinner time. Have you got proper stock? You cant make risotto without it.


  In the freezer.


  Good girl. Love you.


  Mmm.


  He was right, she thought as she put the phone down. It was only an appliance, there was no point getting hysterical about it. Will was good at putting things in perspective, he never lost his
  cool and often made her feel like a petulant child. Though, in truth, it was easy to be cool when you werent the one who had to deal with things.


  She threw some towels down on the floor and shuffled them round with her feet to dry it, then sat down at her computer. Shed call Zanuss Ilater, better not to interrupt her
  concentration. So Chas was coming to dinner. Chas was Wills agent, and therefore worth courting. He also liked his food, and was always complimentary about Janes cooking. Shed
  need to get in some more parmesan, too, for tonight. Will would be pleased with her for making the effort, and she did like it when he was pleased with her.


  Sighing, she forced her mind back from the evening ahead and concentrated on her work. Double speed now, no time to waste. The phone rang again. Damn, shed forgotten to plug in the
  answer phone. Maybe she should just let it ring? But what if it was Libertys school to say shed had an accident?


  Hallo darling.


  Lydia. Her old friend. Or to be more accurate, the daughter of her mothers friend.


  Lydia! What a surprise!


  Which it was, in one way, since Jane had no idea why Lydia still bothered to keep in touch with her. On the other hand, Lydia called her so often at this time in the morning that it was hardly
  surprising at all. They had been at school together, then on to Oxford, followed by parallel lowly jobs that involved a lot of photocopying. But whereas Lydias career had gathered momentum
  and was steaming along a high-speed track, Janes had ended up shunted into a cul-de-sac right here in her kitchen.


  How are things, Jane? asked Lydia. What have you been up to?


  Coping with an enormous flood. The dishwasher broke, my deadlines been cut short and Wills just rung to say hes invited his agent to dinner . . .


  But Lydia wasnt listening. It was always like this, she popped the question, ignored the answer, then roared in with a full account of her own glamorous life. God, I cant
  tell you how busy Ive been, its been wall-to-wall hectic here.


  So if she was that busy, thought Jane, why waste time  especially my time  making unnecessary phone calls?


  Really?


  Yes, really. I had to go down to Highgrove last weekend, were doing a thing on Charless organic stuff. Hes fantastic, by the way, couldnt have been more
  welcoming.


  Did you curtsey?


  Did I curtsey! This was a professional meeting, I wasnt there presenting him with a bunch of flowers!


  Were his hands softened by luxury or calloused by honest toil?


  But Lydia was already off on a full account of what he said and what she wore and calf lactation cycles. It was disingenuous of Jane to kid herself that she didnt know why Lydia bothered
  with her. Beneath that high-gloss exterior, she was constantly seeking validation for her achievements and Janes drab life at home was the perfect foil to her own giddy existence. Busy, busy
  me and dear old steady you.


  But thats enough about me, said Lydia, lets talk about you. What do you think about me?


  Ha ha, Jane replied.


  No, really, how are you? said Lydia. Still busy with the old translation?


  Jane ran her finger across her computer screen and examined the line of dust which it had accumulated. Dust was supposed to be made up largely of skin cells, so why did it look so grey and
  fluffy?


  Frantic, can I call you back? Ive got to get on before school finishes . . .


  Ah yes, that child. Youre a saint, Jane, you know that?


  Mmm.


  But good for you, youve managed to keep some kind of career going.


  Nice of you to say so. Must go . . .


  No honestly, Jane, I take my hat off to you. It cant be easy working all by yourself, with no-one to bounce ideas off. It would drive me mad, I know that. Lydia fell silent
  in a moment of true, shuddering pity. Anyway, the reason I called, she went on, was to ask if you were going to Miss Lancasters memorial service.


  Who?


  Miss Lancaster, you know, our old tutor.


  Jane cast her mind back to a woman with Margaret Drabble hair and large flat feet, pouring out three glasses of Stones ginger wine before their midday tutorial. Of course, I remember, she
  was nice enough but I think Ill give it a miss. No point in wallowing in the past.


  Lydias motives were neither sentimental nor nostalgic. Its a great networking opportunity. All those people you havent seen for ages, some of them really worth
  knowing. Ive made some great contacts at memorial services.


  Jane was not convinced. The last thing she wanted was to run the gauntlet of polite enquiries from her peers. Holding up the unremarkable achievements of her life for general inspection, while
  Lydia glittered and whirled around her.


  No, I think Im busy that day, she said, I dont think Miss Lancaster will miss me.


  Obviously she wont. Im just thinking of you. It would do you good to get out more. Finger on the pulse and all that. Hang on, theres my other line, Ill
  call you back.


  And with a dismissive click Jane was dropped back into her fusty old life. Self-chosen, and therefore not pitiful. The life of the home worker. Independent, flexible, the mistress of her
  destiny. Or underpaid, lonely and unrewarded? Discuss.


  Goodness me, it was nearly lunchtime and the place was still a pigsty. Shed better just take ten minutes out to tidy up, they couldnt have Chas sitting down to dinner surrounded by
  mountains of trash. She took a stray plastic bag and started to fill it with bits of Barbie outfits that were strewn across the counter: a tiny boucle jacket, a handbag the size of a thumbnail and
  minuscule stilettoes for deformedly small feet.


  The best thing about working at home was being able to move around freely since you werent stuck behind the same desk all day, though the benefits were debatable when you were constantly
  reminded of your household chores and other family commitments. She sighed, picked up the rest of the toys littering the floor and decided to relocate to the bedroom to escape the demands of her
  kitchen. Picking up the laptop, she stepped over the piles of clean sheets sitting on the stairs. Her sister-in-law had noticed her laundry-pile habit and last Christmas had given her a rectangular
  basket specially designed to fit on a bottom stair. The idea being that on your way up you would gaily seize it by the handle and swing it behind you, tra la la, all the way to the linen closet,
  that well-ordered place so loved by women with its crisply pressed Egyptian-cotton sheets interleaved with lavender nosegays.


  Upstairs, she slipped under the bedcovers, placing the computer on her knees. It was cold up here  Will didnt believe in heating too many unnecessary rooms  and the computer
  generated a reassuring surge of warmth through the goose down. This is the life, she thought, tapping happily at the keys. Tucked up in bed in her pyjamas and the womb-like security of her very own
  sleep/workplace. You couldnt really ask for more. Lydia was welcome to her hectic schedule of royal encounters, jumping into cars in a flurry of pashminas and spiky heels. It made Jane feel
  exhausted just thinking about it. Though sometimes she wouldnt mind slamming the front door and clipping off to the office in a pair of noisy look-at-me shoes. But Will was right, it made
  more sense for her to be at home. As he pointed out, it was one thing going out to work if you were a top dog with a fat salary to pay for nannies and cleaners. But when you were a middle-ranking
  nobody, you were lucky to break even once youd paid for a childminder, and tube fares and lunch and decent clothes.


  When she finally reached the end of the chapter, Jane leaped out of bed and ran a bath. While waiting for it to fill, she walked across to the window and looked out at the rainy street where two
  men in hooded sweatshirts were shouting at each other. It was funny how shed ended up in this dodgy bit of London where, bizarrely, houses were twice as expensive as in the leafy suburbs of
  her upbringing. Her dream had always been to move to the country, but she knew it wouldnt ever happen. Will didnt do the country. Or at least he might do the country for a weekend
  provided he was staying in a stonking great house with no ribbon developments to spoil the view. His fantasy, as he liked to reiterate in his newspaper column, was to live in London for the
  rest of his life. Dear old dirty London: her clothes may be ragged but beneath them beats a heart of gold. Or words to that effect.


  She quickly bathed and changed then went downstairs to call Zanussi. Two more chapters, then shed have to rush off to Ikea to get those shelves for Libertys bedroom. Will had been
  chasing her to get them for weeks now and she didnt want to tell him yet again that she hadnt had time, it sounded so feeble. She finished her work in silence, then picked up her coat
  and the Ikea catalogue, marked up in Wills neat handwriting. On the North Circular she stopped for petrol and bought a family-sized box of Maltesers, which she ate from her lap as the
  traffic stopped and started its way through the drizzling rain.


  In the downstairs bar of the French House, Will caught sight of himself in the mirror. With the benefit of low lighting and three gin and tonics, he had to admit he liked what
  he saw. He turned his head to get the best angle of his cheekbones, and found it incredible to think that he was pushing fifty. That was no age, though, these days. Fifty was the new forty, or more
  like thirty-five in his case. He smoothed some rogue hairs back into his ponytail and turned to his companion.


  Another one before you go, Chas?


  He wasnt usually so profligate in buying rounds, but it was worth keeping his agent sweet. Chas had sounded pretty bullish about what he might get for Wills next book. Anyway, he
  could probably push the drinks through on expenses.


  Chas looked at his watch. Better not, Im late already. Im sorry about tonight, do apologise to Jane for me.


  Dont worry about it, shes cool. One thing about Jane, she doesnt get uptight about a change in plan. Not like Carol, she wouldnt have spoken to me for a
  week.


  How is the ex?


  I hardly know, all right I think. Best thing I ever did was walk out of that marriage. Tough at the time, but shes grateful to me now. Freed her up to start a new life with that
  dismal travel agent.


  And left you free to set up home with the lovely Jane. Youre a lucky man.


  I know.


  Clever, good-looking woman who knows how to cook. And she earns her own money. Chas sighed as he thought of his own high-maintenance ex-wife. Lounging around at home between trips
  to the beauty salon. He had asked her once whether she ever thought about going back to work. Perfectly innocent question, youd have thought, but her reaction had been savage. What am
  I supposed to do? shed snapped back at him. Get a job in a shoe shop? That was the problem with well-educated women. A few child-rearing years out of the market and they
  became unemployable.


  Thats the advantage of cohabitation over marriage, said Will. Women understand its not a meal ticket for life.


  Rod Stewart said he wasnt going to marry again, said Chas. Hed just find a woman he didnt like and give her a house instead.


  Exactly.


  They sat in silence for a moment to consider this monumental statement.


  Ill be off then, said Chas.


  They left the pub and said their goodbyes on the pavement. Chas had been offered a ticket for the Donmar, and Will insisted he take it. If there was one thing life had taught him it was always
  to drop an engagement if something better came along. He wandered up Dean Street towards the tube, but then thought better of it. A man in his position shouldnt have to slum it on the
  underground, even if he was financially crippled by years of alimony. He hailed a cab.


  Shepherds Bush please.


  Shepherds Bush, that was bad enough. It had been Notting Hill before the divorce, and for the purposes of his newspaper column, it still was. The Portobello Road was his beat, and every week he
  wrote of its delights to lighten the journey of his poor readers as they headed off to their god-awful suburban homes.


  The seductive smell of garlic cooking in olive oil greeted Will as he opened the front door.


  Hey baby, he called out, taking off his coat.


  Jane came up from the basement, looking delicious in a soft pink sweater. She didnt often wear make-up but he could see shed made an effort tonight. Her hair was loosely pinned up,
  framing her heart-shaped face, and her delicate features were flattered by a pale lipstick.


  Wheres Chas? she asked, looking round as if expecting him to be hiding behind Will.


  Couldnt make it unfortunately. Sends his apologies, though he knows the loss is all his. You look gorgeous.


  Jane dropped her welcoming smile and frowned at him.


  Well, thanks a lot! she said. You could have rung. Ive been charging around like a blue-arsed fly getting everything ready; it would have taken you two minutes to let
  me know.


  She turned on her heel and Will followed her down the stairs. Be nice to me, he said, you lovely creature. I was only telling Chas what a marvel you were, how un-uptight,
  how free-wheeling . . .


  The table had been set with three places, lit by candles and miraculously free of clutter. Will deftly removed one place setting.


  There we are, all the more for you and me. Just the two of us, much more romantic 


  It was unusual for him to be currying favour like this, mostly it was the other way round. Jane looked at him with a mixture of exasperation and amusement. She still couldnt resist him
  when he turned on the charm.


  Oh . . . all right then, she relented. At least we can have a normal conversation and I wont have to listen to you and Chas talking shop.


  She liked it when he courted her like this. It reminded her of when they first met, and he used to bombard her office with flowers. He knew how to treat a girl, of course, being that much older;
  she wouldnt fall for it in quite the same way now she was in her thirties. She watched him pour himself a glass of vodka then hold the bottle out to her enquiringly. She nodded and he gave
  her his louche, lop-sided smile. Shed been mad for that smile back then, shed thought he was James Dean and Dustin Hoffman rolled into one sexy bundle of charming sophistication.


  He handed her the glass. Liberty in bed already?


  Yes, she was exhausted. Long day for her  ice-skating and French after school.


  You got the mushrooms I take it?


  But of course.


  Fresh and Wild?


  No, I got some button mushrooms on special offer at Safeway.


  His eyes widened in disbelief.


  Only joking, she said. You know I wouldnt risk offending Chas with anything from a supermarket. Just too bad he blew us out.


  Never mind, Nigella, well just have to go it alone.


  She didnt mind the Nigella allusion. Posh and sexy, crashing greedily round a kitchen filled with giant cooking pots. She smiled her acknowledgement and took a long, objective look at
  him. Hed still got it, she thought, that confidence, the way he assumed the room. Shed still cross the party to talk to him, though if she was being brutally honest, shed have
  to admit the last ten years had not been too kind to him. The beginnings of a soft belly hung over his belt, and his face had loosened. He should get rid of the ponytail, too, now he was thinning
  on top. She ought to have a word with him about it.


  They came to fix the dishwasher, she said, just happened to have someone in the area, luckily. That was the high point of my day, how about you?


  Oh, you know, another day, another dollar. Another crop of wise and witty insights for my grateful public.


  Lydia rang this morning, said Jane, emptying the bag of mushrooms into a colander and taking them over to the sink.


  What are you doing? Wills voice had become shrill with alarm.


  Washing the mushrooms.


  You mustnt do that!


  Theyve got clods of earth sticking to them.


  So wipe them off with a damp cloth, but you must never, never wash mushrooms. Theyre like sponges, they soak up the water then it all comes out when you cook them and they lose all
  their flavour. Im surprised you didnt know that. He turned away to top up his glass, and while he was rummaging in the freezer for ice, Jane surreptitiously ran the cold tap
  over the colander. She was damned if she was going to have her dinner ruined by lumps of soil.


  Will turned back to face her. What did Lydia want? he asked.


  This and that. She wanted me to go to some sad old dons memorial service. As if. You would have thought she had better things to do. Shes always going on about how busy she
  is. Busy, busy, busy, I hate that, dont you? So self-important.


  And yet, methinks, she semed hisier than she was, said Will, in the actorly voice that he liked to adopt for quoting Chaucer.


  Its like what business people go through when fixing a meeting, said Jane. You know, all that fawning about how Im sure your diarys fuller than mine
   quite ridiculous.


  I agree, Will replied, reverting to his normal voice, a fashionable blend of public school and glottal stops. Its seriously uncool to bang on about being busy. Very
  second rank, and also suggests youre not coping. Although Lydias always been a bit of a bustler though, hasnt she?


  Hed had a thing with Lydia a few years ago, a fact hed never thought appropriate to share with Jane. It had fizzled out anyway and mercifully Lydia had never seen fit to spill the
  beans.


  Is she still with that dull banker? he asked.


  So it seems. How do you know hes dull? Weve never met him.


  Hes a banker, so hes dull. I dont need to meet him. I can just imagine.


  You could never accuse Will of not knowing his mind.


  Youre probably right, she said, but you shouldnt condemn people youve never met, just because you dont like the sound of their job.


  Anyway, hes bound to be loaded, said Will. Lydia wouldnt bother wasting time on him otherwise.


  Thats true, Jane agreed. It made her feel better to think of Lydia as a gold-digger, just as it made Will feel better to think of her boyfriend as a yawnsville banker.
  Youll be able to judge for yourself soon, she continued. Were invited for drinks at his place.


  How unspeakable, do we have to? Where does he live?


  Chelsea.


  Of course, like all bankers. You know I try to avoid Chelsea, for ideological reasons. On Wills map of moral correctness, there were certain no-go areas. Jane had long since
  given up trying to fathom his logic.


  I think its charming, she said. Id love to live there.


  You wouldnt! Its full of ghastly braying dimwits and people like Lydias boyfriend!


  Whom you have yet to meet.


  Whom I have no intention of meeting.


  Anyway, I know the real reason you dont like Chelsea, you told me once. Its because everyone there is so tall, and you feel like a short-arse in comparison.


  It was a cheap shot and Will responded with a chilly smile of disdain.


  Its only drinks, she said in appeasement, we wont have to stay long.


  It was certainly true, thought Will, that drinks was better than dinner. He would stand aloof in his brocade jacket, a raffish bohemian in a sea of clean-cut city suits. And it was certainly
  better than Sunday lunch with other young families, which was what Jane liked to organise. Couples drinking wine to ease the boredom of family life while the children wreaked havoc around them.
  Followed by the obligatory walk to the park, where Will had once been mistaken for the grandfather of his young daughter. The memory stuck with him still. He had been remonstrating with a boy who
  was climbing the wrong way up the slide, leaving dirty footprints on the smooth silver surface, while Liberty waited patiently on the top step. That your granddad? the boy had asked
  Liberty. She had glared at him, indignant and defensive: Its my dad, stupid.


  That was the problem with second families. Small humiliations waiting to trip you up at every turn. It was the price you paid for starting over. Although, as Will watched Jane ladling hot stock
  into the pan and smelt the rosemary and garlic, he had to admit it was worth it. To find himself with this woman looking slim in her jeans and with a wild mane of hair that did not yet need to be
  dyed. She could be a black and white photo from a fashionable guide to Italian cooking, whereas his ex-wife was a hangover from the Hamlyn All Colour Cookbook.


  Lydia said shed been down at Highgrove, Jane told him, inspecting the royal cows.


  That would be right up her street, said Will, hobnobbing with the old ruling classes.


  He preferred to hobnob with the new ruling classes. Writers, film people, opinion formers who had won their position through their own endeavours and not through an accident of birth. What the
  French would call les intellectuals, though the British were too damn philistine to use the word except as a term of abuse.


  Do you want your salad before or after the risotto? asked Jane.


  I think after. He picked up Libertys drawing of a tall princess with big hair and tiny feet, decorated with this weeks leitmotif: a big yellow cartoon sun wearing
  dark glasses. Hows my monkey? he asked.


  Shes fine. Miss Evans doesnt think shes dyspraxic after all. She thinks she might just be clumsy.


  Well, I could have told you that. People are so neurotic these days, always trying to find something wrong with their children.


  It wasnt like that with his first batch of offspring, they had surged into adolescence with very little fuss. Not that hed been around much to notice, his wife had taken care of
  all that, as wives did back then. It was only recently that fathers had become such hands-on nincompoops.


  Do you mind? he said after dinner. I really need to get on upstairs.


  Go ahead, Jane replied, Im going to work as well, once Ive finished off in here.


  Will squeezed her arm on his way out. Catch you later, he said, thanks for dinner.


  He walked into the hall and up the dramatic concrete spiral staircase with its Perspex balustrade. The creation of a live/work space for Will had been central to the architects brief, and
  the entire first floor had been made over to this purpose. Will called it his galleria, a magnificent open space that was his kingdom and his refuge. On the walls his art collection was an
  eclectic statement of his modern with a nod to the past philosophy, while books lining the shelves bore testament to a crushing intellect.


  To pay for the galleria Will had sold one of his more controversial works of art, a dead fox pickled in formaldehyde as an ironic statement about the proposed ban on hunting. The artist had
  given it to Will just before he became famous, and when Jane became pregnant, Will had found the perfect excuse to cash in on his unexpected windfall. The smell of the formaldehyde leaking from the
  glass case was making her nauseous, so Will sold it to a New York dealer. He regretted it now, it would be worth at least ten times as much.


  The size of the galleria meant theyd had to compromise on the rest of the house, but Jane and Liberty seemed quite happy holed up in the semi-basement where they could perform the eating
  and telly-watching functions that were so disruptive to Wills creative process.


  He lit a cigar and thought about starting work on his book. It was an exploration of Native American culture, a follow-up to one he had published a few years back. Flames of Youth had
  described the initiation rites endured by young Native Americans who leaped through fire to achieve maturity. It was a book about courage, a quality underestimated in modern Western society. He had
  focused on this angle in his publicity, comparing the courage of these boys with the courage that he, Will Thacker, had demonstrated when he decided to leave his marriage. That had put the cat
  among the pigeons in the ugly feminist camp, but it hadnt harmed his sales. It irritated him the way people sided with the wife and kids when a marriage broke up. What about the lone
  crusader, the man in all this, the one who was brave enough to say, Enough! I will not compromise and spend my life crouched in the brackish shallows of a humdrum relationship. It brought
  tears to his eyes just thinking about it. Will Thacker, a big, bold, beautiful traveller.


  Before starting work, he would just visit his website and look up the reviews for Flames. . . . brings a coruscating intelligence to a little-understood subject . . .
  Never before had I understood the searing pain and glory that rhymes with coming of age . . . Thacker wears his erudition lightly in this clear-eyed and deeply moving tour de
  force.


  He really was quite something.


  Downstairs, Jane quickly cleared the plates and set off the dishwasher. It was all very well, this foodie business, but it did cut into her precious time. Of course she enjoyed
  sitting down with Will for a civilised dinner, but sometimes she wished she could just open a can of beans and be done with it. Shed need to fit in a couple of hours tonight, so as not to
  get behind.


  First, though, there was the ironing to deal with. She took the ironing board from the kitchen cupboard and creaked it open, an unwieldy symbol of life below stairs, its shape unchanged since
  Victorian days. No mob cap and floor-length pinny for her, though, she was a modern woman, doing it all, aided by many gadgets that freed her up to maintain her career. Career was pushing it, she
  thought, pouring rose-scented water into the iron that claimed to bring the smell of the garden to your wardrobe. She had a job, not a career. It would only become a career if she gave it up. Women
  who stopped working always referred wistfully to their abandoned careers, lending glamour to something that was, in most cases, pretty mundane.


  Even so, she was glad to have her work. It kept her in the land of the cruel: the bright, brittle world of positive achievements. If you didnt work, you were committed to life as a kindly
  sponge, absorbing the worries of your children while flooding them with your own anxieties. Anyway, Will wouldnt let her give up work, hed made that perfectly clear.


  She switched on the TV and took a small pink tee shirt from the basket. She always did Libertys things first; it was like playing with dolls clothes. There was a programme on about
  a couple leaving England to set up a guest house in the Dordogne. Just as they were being waved off by teary-eyed neighbours, the phone rang.


  Hallo, said Jane, one eye still on the screen.


  Hi, its Marion.


  Marion!


  Lovely Marion, it was always a shot in the arm to hear from her. Theyd met when they were temping at IPC, both hoping to move on to better things.


  Do you fancy meeting up one night? asked Marion. Its been ages.


  Id love to, said Jane, not this week, though, far too busy.


  You dont sound that busy to me, sounds like youre watching telly.


  Just while I do the ironing . . .


  You are so quaint.


  Marion had someone to take care of the ironing. Just as she had someone to take care of her children while she raced round town spending her husbands money.


  Not quaint, just poor.


  Come off it, Will cant be doing that badly. Tell him to spend less money on clothes. And get him to do the ironing.


  Marion was one of the new breed of stay-at-home wives. Not so much a drab run-down housewife as a bumptious force of nature, out to milk the situation for all it was worth. Jane wished she had
  her nerve.


  Another time, she said.


  Well, make it soon. Youre turning into Norma no-mates.


  OK, next week maybe.


  Ill hold you to it. Im not having you becoming one of those boring working-mother martyr types, huffing and puffing about having so much to do.


  All right, you spoilt old bag, Ill call you.


  Jane replaced the receiver and turned her attention back to the TV, which was perched on a table alongside the computer, at the far end of the kitchen/dining/family room. A multi-function room
  for a multi-functioning woman. She honestly didnt mind the ironing, and so what if she did iron Wills shirts? They both agreed the great cause of sexual equality should not be reduced
  to a petty spat about the housework.


  The couple on the programme had now arrived at the dilapidated gentil hommire in the French countryside: holding back the tears they contemplated the disastrous plumbing. This was
  when the viewers Schadenfreude really kicked in. Dear oh dear, went up the sigh from a million sofas, we could have told you it was a bad idea.


  Jane moved on to the Egyptian-cotton duvet cover and wondered whether she really was turning into Norma no-mates. True, she saw less of her friends than she used to. But she had Will and Liberty
  and her work and that was enough, most of the time.


  Will appeared at the door, an elegant urban figure, his hand running through his boyishly long grey hair. Im making tea, he announced, as though this was of earth-shattering
  importance, would you like camomile or hibiscus?


  Camomile, please, said Jane, squirting some instant starch onto a pillowcase. Although he was used to roughing it on his travels, Will insisted on certain luxuries at home, and
  crisply pressed bed linen helped him overcome his insomnia.


  I see youre indulging in your usual fix of escapist nonsense, said Will. What is it this time, an olive farm in Italy for a couple of no-hopers?


  A guest house in France. I really admire them, getting up and making a go of it.


  Will switched on the kettle and turned a dismissive eye on the screen. Christ, look at those matching bedspreads and pelmets, and that horrible fake stone floor! Whats the point of
  going to France and staying with Brits? You might as well go to Surrey for your holidays.


  You must admit its brave of them, though, Jane countered. They had an idea and theyve followed it through. They have achieved their fantasy.


  But Will wasnt having it. I dont think fantasy is the appropriate term for the aspirations of a suburban couple whove had a nice holiday abroad and think they can
  extend it into some kind of bed and breakfast never-never land. I dont buy it. Now my fantasy . . .


  Yes, yes, I know, Jane interrupted him. Your fantasy is to live in London for the rest of your life. She had heard it once too often for her patience.
  Its all right for you, she added sharply, youre always hopping off abroad. Most people dont get the chance to whizz off and live among Native Americans for
  months at a time.


  He looked at her in surprise. It was unlike Jane to get all chippy, maybe she was going down with something. Thats for work, Jane, and hardly luxurious. Damned uncomfortable for
  much of the time.


  He brought her a cup of tea and set it down on the ironing board. I only wish I had time to watch television, he said self-righteously, but Im afraid Ill be at
  least another couple of hours.


  It was churlish of her to snap at him like that, Jane thought, she hated sounding bitter. Thanks , Will, she said, Im sorry if I was a bit ratty, Im tired,
  thats all, and worried about the deadline on that bridges book, you know what its like.


  Though of course he didnt know what it was like. He never got in a state about his work. She was the one who flapped and panicked while he remained serenely in command. It was further
  proof, as if she needed it, of his all-round superiority.


  He nodded his forgiveness and went back up to his galleria. The man of her life, absorbed in higher thoughts. She still couldnt believe her luck that he had chosen her, a two-bit
  translator, when he could have had his pick of minds more equal to his own. Theyd met ten years ago at a publishing party, where she got stuck talking to a miserable crime writer who had
  recently left London to live alone with some cats on a Welsh mountain. I gave up my full-time job four years ago, the writer had told her, staring moodily ahead. It was a big
  mistake. Jane was just wondering how best to sidle off and refill her flaccid paper cup when Will drifted into her orbit, the star of the party and way out of her league.


  Do please excuse me, he had said to the cat-lover, I have some urgent business to discuss with this woman. And he had quite simply whisked her off her feet.


  He had been wearing a beret that night. This was a detail that Jane now preferred to leave out of the story; she had her doubts about men who wore hats indoors. Or outdoors, for that matter. She
  knew his name and had read his newspaper column, but not his books. Travel writing bored her on the whole, as she admitted to him after a few more glasses of wine. She took the view that if you had
  nothing to say at home, you were unlikely to find anything to say a long way from home. It wasnt as if a few thousand kilometres would change anything.


  Will took her home that night to try to change her mind with a dazzling display of learning. Shed never met anyone so brilliant, who could quote world literature in fifteen languages
  including Mandarin. Looking back, you could say hed been showing off, but she was mightily impressed at the time. Shed been used to boys of her own age, well-educated on paper but
  with little curiosity beyond the sports pages. After that night, Will started taking her to parties, hip bars, restaurants where they all knew his name. She knew it was pathetic to admire the way
  he asked for his usual table, but she couldnt help it, being that much younger.


  Naturally, he came with baggage. You didnt expect to find a brilliant, passionate man approaching forty without a past. But he was already separated from his wife, there was no question
  of Jane being a home-wrecker. When his sons came to stay, she was tactful and accommodating, and made no demands for children of her own. Hed actually taken it rather well when shed
  told him she was pregnant. Though like the Chinese birth-control granny police, he had insisted that one was enough.


  Not being married was a condition Jane enjoyed. It made her feel more exciting than she feared she was, though she still hadnt worked out what to call Will. He was too old to be her
  boyfriend, and live-in lover sounded overly vigorous. The father of my child implied they were divorced before they were even married, and
  companion brought to mind a frail old person in a bath chair. The only real option was partner, although it always made her think of sex manuals like The Joy of
  Sex, where a bearded man is depicted pleasing his partner like a caveman crawling over his prey.


  Mind you, nobody talked about living in sin any more, it had become as conventional as tea and toast. Only Janes grandmother thought it was a scam devised to bring financial benefit to
  men and heap misery upon women. Of course no man would get married if he didnt have to, she had raged when Jane had told her she was moving in with Will. Why buy the cow
  if you can get the milk for free? This reactionary view had left Jane lost for words and sent her home to run through the reasons why she and Will had decided marriage was out of the
  question. Who had presented the argument s and who had agreed? She couldnt remember now.


  Jane packed up the ironing board and went upstairs to bed, past the galleria where Will was still sitting at his desk, head bent over his work, classical music tinkling in the. background. She
  reached the top floor of bedrooms where her daughters Roald Dahl tape was still quietly playing in the dark. Jane switched it off and kissed her childs silky head. A little later Will
  joined her in bed and they lay there, folded together like two of Libertys bendy stickle bricks. Yin and yang, mutually complementary, the senior and junior partner in the business of family
  life.


  Next morning at breakfast, Liberty was playing her questions game. Mum, would you rather die or break a leg? Her eyes were glued to the TV screen where a large
  bear was making slow, child-friendly movements.


  Break a leg. Do you want crisps or Hula Hoops for your snack?


  Hula Hoops. Mum, what is worse, losing all your money or your daughter dying?


  My daughter dying. Do you want more milk?


  There was no reply but Jane topped up her glass anyway. Slimy rings of chocolate cereal floated in Libertys bowl, a strange choice of breakfast but supposedly packed with all the
  appropriate vitamins.


  Are you ready then? Jane said.


  Liberty stood up slowly, still watching the screen, then without warning flipped over to turn a perfect cartwheel in the cramped space between the table and the wall. Her grey school skirt fell
  away, revealing a supple, well-muscled pair of legs. Jane loved those legs, she could eat them for breakfast.


  Youll be sick, she said. Now, where are my keys?


  Liberty turned a second cartwheel then stood to face her mother. What is worse, she asked, losing your keys or having an accident?


  It could go on forever, this game of choices. For the past week Jane had been forced to play the patient stooge as Liberty bombarded her with questions. That was the thing about having an only
  child, you had to act the part of sibling and playmate, subjugating the adult mind to the demands of a seven-year-old.


  Liberty was bored with it now. She was staring at Jane in a considered way. Mum, if you died, I could be adopted by a celebrity, she said, cocking her head to one side as she ran
  through the possibilities.


  I suppose you could, said Jane, but lets hope it doesnt come to that. Have you got your ballet things ready?


  Liberty pulled a Mickey Mouse bag off the chair and waved it under her mothers nose. After-school activities were the trademark of a posh private school and gave Jane some precious extra
  time. She adored Liberty, but also valued the quiet hours when she was away.


  Good girl, now go and say goodbye to Daddy, its time to go.


  Liberty leaped up the stairs to the galleria two at a time, on an important mission, her shiny school shoes clomping loudly on the stone treads.


  Will was already seated at his desk, leafing through The Sexual Life of Savages. It was the book that Paul Theroux had taken with him when he went travelling through the Isles of Oceania
  to recover from a broken heart. Will considered Theroux a kindred spirit; they both needed a big canvas to explore their private emotions, unlike less adventurous souls who would just tuck it away
  and get on with it.


  He looked up and saw his daughter beaming at him from above that repressive school uniform with its grey-and-purple-striped tie. Uniforms were something Will felt very strongly about. They were
  almost as insulting to personal liberty as the suggestion that people should carry identity cards, both notions carrying strong fascist overtones.


  Hallo, big face, he said, are you off now?


  She nodded and kissed him briefly before turning away to make her noisy way back down the stairs.


  The tie was bad enough but what really did it for Will was the outerwear  that purple cape and silly triangular hat. As if his daughter were some kind of fat-cat prelate. Jane
  didnt seem to share his discomfort, she just shrugged and said at least there wasnt an argument every morning about what to wear. Just as there was no argument in the Gulag, was
  Wills retort. Unthinking obedience. Mindless dehumanised discipline. He scribbled on his notepad. He might do a short piece on school uniforms in next weeks column.


  Jane shut Liberty, caped and hatted in papal splendour, in the back of the car and edged out into the morning traffic. She hadnt put her lenses in yet, so she was
  driving with the aid of an old pair of spectacles that made her look like Nana Mouskouri. It hardly mattered now that Liberty was old enough to be dumped on the pavement outside school; Jane could
  remain unseen in the car, engine throbbing, dressed like a fright.


  Mum, M.U.M, came her daughters voice from the back seat, spelling out the letters from beneath the papal crown. What is worse, having an injection or being run over
  by a car?


  Jane slyly tried to deflect the question. What do you think? she asked, hoping to break the pattern.


  Im asking you, shrieked Liberty, indignant at her mother for changing the rules.


  Dont shout, darling. Let me see, she went on ingratiatingly, I think its worse to be run over, definitely.


  The morning run took them through the traffic-choked nightmare of the Shepherds Bush roundabout and on to the favoured reaches of Notting Hill where Liberty attended her prep school for girls.
  This was only a matter of faint embarrassment for Jane, but for Will it was a huge loss of face. Private education was so against everything he stood for. Apart from it being grossly unfair, he
  understood the burden it imposed on a child. He knew from experience how vindictive people could be. Kids from comprehensives didnt know how lucky they were, stepping freely into the world,
  untrammelled by the trappings of privilege.


  Jane was not sure she agreed with him on this. Having attended what Will enviously described as a bog-standard comprehensive, she couldnt honestly see it as an advantage.
  But on the other hand, they could hardly afford to throw money away on school fees. Lets move further out, she had said, all the decent state schools are in the
  suburbs. Will had blanched at the s word, so Jane had suggested the Home Counties, which he had found even more insulting. Could she honestly imagine him joining a golf club
  and hosting barbeques?


  They tried to get Liberty into the only decent local state school, but there were ten applicants for each place. Unsurprisingly, most people seemed to think the best school was right for their
  child, nobody wanted to exercise their right to choose the crap ones. So Will caved in and Liberty ended up kitted out in a purple cape in a class of children with even sillier names
  than her own. Boudicca, Olympia, Cassandra, lanthe, a full galaxy of Greek and Roman deities, a canon of sainted military heroines, as well as the usual sprinkling of monied bohemians called things
  like India, Sky and Panda.


  Jane turned into Leinster Square and joined the queue of big shiny vehicles searching for somewhere to park. Crouched low in her unremarkable Vauxhall, she was the beggar at the rich mans
  feast, presuming to infiltrate a world beyond her reach. Plain Jane from Nowheresville getting above herself, scraping together the school fees because she thinks her daughters too good for
  the local comp.


  Liberty kissed her mother goodbye and walked purposefully towards a stuccoed pair of townhouses. Brightly painted butterflies decorated the window of the front classroom. Girls with neat hair
  were escorted by expensive blonde mothers. Jane watched Liberty go through the door, serious and dignified. She felt a rush of pity. It wasnt what she wanted for her, this precious little
  academy of girls from well-off homes.


  On the way home, Jane played her own version of Libertys game of choices. What was worse, having a child or not having a child? Not having a child. What was worse, a posh little prep in
  Notting Hill or a failing school on a sink estate? It had to be the sink estate. What was better, a terraced house in Shepherds Bush or a country rectory with a gravelled drive and an orchard? She
  wasnt sure she wanted to think about that one, shed better come back to her reasons for living in London. Who would you rather live with, a well-connected travel writer who was a
  personal friend of Salman Rushdie, or a sad old commuter whose idea of fun was taking part in the village quiz-night? No contest, and anyway, shed made her choice now. She had chosen Will
  and the whole urban package that came with him.


  
    
  


  TWO


  Lydia Littlewood leaned back into the seat of the train and pulled her coat (Nicole Farhi, a classic wrap) more tightly around her. The window wouldnt shut, and the wind
  whistled into the tatty, half-empty carriage. This country was a disgrace with its third-world transport system. Expensive, too: it had cost her an arm and a leg to take a day return to Oxford and
  put in an appearance  and a much-needed dose of glamour  at Miss Lancasters memorial service.


  It had been worth every penny though. The sight of all those dowdy academics made her realise how right she had been to turn down the chance of post-graduate research. Not for her a lifetime
  dressed in library clothes, shuffling around in an old cardi and a depressing pair of tan lace-ups. Lesbian shoes, she called them. Not lesbian shoes in the modern sense, those clumpy black
  fashion-statements of political indignation. But lesbian in that faded blue-stocking way of marriage being out of bounds to a woman with a mind. It was hard to imagine now that she might have been
  a research fellow, with all its mannish overtones.


  No, she had done well to turn her back on the groves of academe. She lacked the gnat-sized vision required for the work of a scholar. How could you spend years of your life  the only life
  you had  poring over the minute details of a medieval French manuscript and speculating on what might have been written on the bit of it that had broken off? How unspeakably dull was that?
  Far better her own giddy existence in the magazine world, fluttering like an exotic butterfly from one colourful story to the next.


  There had been a few other high-flyers at the memorial service  it wasnt entirely wall-to-wall pedants. You could tell the ones who had made something of themselves by the way they
  glanced swiftly at their watches, and scanned the church with a professional eye, making a mental note of those worth talking to after the service. She had managed to touch base with one or two
  useful contacts, which was the whole purpose of these events. Funerals were for grieving, but memorial services were different. They were for reflecting on a life well lived (you didnt get
  one if you were a complete nobody) and lent themselves to networking. There was one girl there she remembered from school who had done terribly well and was now practically running Cond
  Nast. Shed mentioned a school reunion that was taking place next week, and Lydia fully intended to go along. Her Essex roots werent something she liked to make a song and dance
  about, but shed make an exception for Cond Nast. Jane should come along too, get out of her rut for a change.


  It was a shame that Jane had missed the memorial service, but Lydia wasnt surprised. You only wanted to be seen at these public functions if you were feeling good about yourself. And
  since Jane had given up her proper job in favour of a joyless life of working at home, she seemed reluctant to go anywhere.


  Working at home. A slow death. Lydia had joked to Jane once that she was like the millers daughter in Rumpelstiltskin. Instead of having a roomful of straw to spin into gold, she had a
  heap of French manuscripts to turn into tuneful English prose. Locked up with her laptop by the cruel Svengali that was Will.


  She would ring Jane now, tell her about the service, and see if she could be persuaded to show up next week. No doubt she would be hunched behind her computer, in that messy basement room, while
  Will was lording it upstairs in his stupidly named galleria. She was probably wearing library clothes, too, come to think of it. No point in dressing up when the only conversation
  youd have all day would be with the postman.


  Jane answered quickly, in the distracted tones of someone breaking off concentration. Yup, hallo.


  There was no need to be quite so graceless, thought Lydia, for all Jane knew this could be a very important phone call.


  Darling. Its me. Heading back to London, thank God. Talk about drowning in a sea of tweed, youve never seen a more dismal bunch.


  Jane pulled her mind away from her translation to imagine Lydia in all her glory, surrounded by dusty academics.


  Theyre above it all, arent they? she said. More into the life of the mind. You dont work in that world in order to wear fine clothes. The more you
  study, the more you come to despise human vanity, wouldnt you say?


  Lydia felt a surge of irritation. Jane could be so sanctimonious sometimes, sitting at home, ploughing through her work. Anyway, she continued, Im ringing for two
  things. First of all, to make sure youre both coming to my party.


  Of course, wouldnt miss it for the world. A beacon of light beckoning through the dark tunnel of my daily life.


  Theres no need to be sarcastic. Im sure you have a very busy social life.


  Though Lydia doubted it. Will seemed to have a reasonable time  drinks at Soho House, poker games, gallery openings  but Jane was more interested in staying in for her child, and
  rarely hired a babysitter. Lydia couldnt understand it herself. If she ever had a child, it would be on her terms, which were loosely based on a photo of Tina Brown taken when she was editor
  of Vanity Fair. Tina had been wearing a spangly evening dress and was perched on the edge of her childs bed alongside her black-tied husband, like a dignified visiting fairy
  godmother. Popping back from the office to kiss the daughter goodnight before sweeping out to a function. Pure class.


  Im looking forward to meeting Rupert, said Jane. Crazy name, crazy guy. I cant believe youve managed to keep him from us for so long.


  Youll love him. I do. Not sure that hes quite Wills style, though.


  Wills determined not to like him because he hasnt got an interesting job. Yon know what hes like.


  Dear Will. Lydia thought back with a flicker of affection to the time of their affair. It had been really rather exciting.


  But Im sure hell come round, said Jane. What does Rupert look like? I imagine hes tall, dark and chisel-jawed.


  Certainly tall, and possibly chisel-jawed, but not dark.


  And hes got a very good address.


  Fantastic address. Lydias pulse quickened as she thought about the lateral conversion. Hugh Grant and Liz Hurley nearly bought the one above, when they were together.
  Its rather horribly decorated of course, as youd expect from a bachelor pad. You know, those nasty oil-painting imitations of old masters.


  You mean he doesnt own the originals?


  Not in London. Hes got a few hanging in the country seat, apparently. I havent seen that yet, its been let out to some oil sheiks to pay off the new roof.


  Hes obviously a good catch, well done.


  It seems to be going well for us at the moment, touch wood. Thats all you could say about a relationship nowadays, wasnt it? That it was working well at this moment
  in time. No promises, no unrealistic expectations, enjoy things as they are. It was the way Jane treated her relationship with Will, wearing kid gloves, as though he was a precious ornament that
  she was incredibly lucky to have out on loan.


  Well, actually, no, not in Lydias book. It didnt work that way. She had invested a great deal of time and energy in her courtship of Rupert. And now, thank God, it was payback
  time. He had finally done the decent thing and popped the question, without her even having to issue an ultimatum. That would have been very unstylish.


  She realised the omens were good when hed told her hed booked a table at the Ivy. This was promising in view of his growing fondess for TV meals. It also reminded her that he was
  someone who could get a same-day booking at the Ivy. Lydia had ordered champagne, as she always did, and when Rupert told the waiter to make it a bottle, she realised the deal was in the bag. He
  usually preferred a Scotch before dinner.


  I think Ill have the lobster, Lydia had said.


  Me too, Rupert had concurred, which Lydia had taken to mean  quite correctly  that she would soon be over the final hurdle.


  Jane really needed to get off the phone now, she was reading back over her last paragraph, making her corrections. What was the other thing? she asked briskly. You said you
  were ringing about two things.


  Oh, yes, thats right, said Lydia. Toni Vincent was there, do you remember her? Anyway, shes now huge at Cond Nast, and she told me about a
  school reunion on Sunday week, so I thought you and I should go along.


  Jane sighed. It seemed Lydia was always trying to get her to do things she didnt want to. What for? she said, fiddling on her computer and changing the font size to make her
  work look more substantial.


  For laughs. Come on, Jane, lets stand up and be counted as Essex girls. In an ironic spirit, though theres no shame in it these days, look at Jamie Oliver.


  Im going to have to let you go, Lydia, said Jane, I really need to get on. Course you do, Ill see you next Sunday then.


  Ill think about it.


  Ill pick you up at five.


  Lydia put her phone away and gazed out the window as the train sped past the suburban gardens backing onto the track, ugly patios with clothes hung out to dry on triangular washing lines. She
  was glad shed never have to live anywhere like that. Lydia Littlewood had homes in Chelsea and Gloucestershire. And the South of France, she musnt forget that little bonus. Lydia
  Littlewood Beauval-Tench divides her time between Chelsea, Gloucestershire and the South of France. Yes, that would do nicely for her bio at the front of the magazine; with three homes you
  didnt need to invent any wacky hobbies to make yourself sound interesting.


  It had been her idea to keep the engagement secret and to announce it at their Christmas drinks party, ft kept the excitement going for a while longer. She would tap on the side of her glass
  with a silver spoon  very appropriate  and pray silence please, and Rupert would then say they had something else to celebrate this Christmas and would everyone please raise their
  glasses to his bride-to-be.


  At this point Lydia would look at Jane to see her expression of surprise , mingled with a reassuring dose of envy.


  Because poor old Jane had fallen into the dreadful trap of living together. Lydia had seen so many of her friends taken in by that one. They didnt realise it was
  feminisms BOG  Big Own Goal  saying you didnt need to get married. Whereas from where Lydia was standing, marriage was always of financial benefit to a woman. Unless you
  were very rich like Madonna, in which case you had a pre-nup. If you didnt marry and made the fatal error of moving in together, that was it: you had played your trump card and completely
  scuppered your chances of getting him up the aisle. Either he liked what he had, so saw no reason to change things, or he believed he could one day do slightly better, so might as well keep his
  options open. Either way it was a no-win situation for the live-in girlfriend.


  Mindful of the need to avoid the BOG trap, Lydias tactics had been exemplary. Like Anne Boleyn and Catherine Zeta Jones  who had both held out for a ring on the finger  she
  knew you needed to maintain a bit of distance to keep him interested. She always kept her own apartment, most recently a shoebox in unlovely Balham. Rupert respected her independence and they
  enjoyed mutual visiting rights. And now they were going to do things properly. She had a wedding to plan, and a home to decorate as well as her day job. Busy, busy, busy.


  The train was pulling into Paddington and Lydia checked her make-up in her compact mirror. Green eyes, an unusual colour cleverly emphasised by her use of eyeshadow, luxuriant auburn hair, her
  best feature, which she often wore brushed forward over one shoulder. She traced a finger lightly over her slim white neck that was gratifyingly free of lines. Come to think of it, Anne Boleyn was
  not an ideal role model. She got her man all right, but then look what happened to her.


  Lydia thought shed work at Ruperts flat this afternoon, since everything about Prince Charless farming methods was loaded onto her laptop. There was no need to be too
  technical; her readers were more interested in her insight into HRH at home than his views on dreary old agriculture. Who cared what the calves ate, what really mattered was whether the valet who
  served them tea looked as though he might be enjoying an unhealthy relationship with another member of the royal household. Though she wouldnt couch it in those terms. She worked for a
  society glossy, not the gutter press.


  Cadogan Gardens please, she said to the taxi driver, who nodded his approval. What a relief it was, after two years of remonstrating with cabbies to take her to the black hole of
  Balham, to know you wouldnt have to put up a fight in order to get home. Sorry love, I dont go south of the river, they usually said, cant get a ride
  back. She quite sympathised; she wouldnt go there herself given the choice.


  It had been such a come-down, after her return from New York. Two years of Sex and the City glamour, the feted British expat, then home to roost in Balham. It gave her a frisson of panic
  to think what might have been if Rupert hadnt come good on the proposal. A lifetime of Balham, although it was surprising how many posh people seemed to emerge from the tube, mostly
  temporary inhabitants on a staging post to somewhere more respectable. Young blonde mothers would drift westwards to Wandsworth to join horrid playgroups and childrens music clubs twixt the
  commons in Nappy Valley. Nappy of the Valley of Living Death. Lydia would stick to Chelsea, thank you very much.


  She paid the taxi and let herself into Ruperts building, picking up his post from the hall table. She would take care of all the admin once they were married, she was good at it and liked
  to feel in control. She walked up to the second floor and let herself into the apartment, throwing down her coat and breathing in the atmosphere of what would soon become her home. The maid
  hadnt been in and Lydia made a mental note to change that: you needed someone every day or what was the point? A bowl of half-eaten cereal sat discarded on the kitchen table, and a cup of
  cold tea stood on the drainer, next to the supper dishes piled up in the sink. Well, theyd just have to stay there; Lydia had no intention of starting as she didnt mean to go on.


  She wandered down to the bathroom, where Ruperts spartan collection of toiletries stood on the shelf above the basin. Razor, shaving foam, deodorant, toothbrush, it didnt take
  much to gel him ready for the outside world. Her own overnight bag was kept in the cabinet, containing a small sample of the range of beauty products that would soon be crowding Rupert out. She
  frowned as she looked round the room. Those black and white tiles would have to go, they were so desperately Eighties. She was planning to completely redo this bathroom anyway, to turn it into a
  wet room. This meant you lost the boundaries between shower tray and floor (so suburban, the idea of a shower tray!) and just stood in a mist of beautiful mosaic tiles while the water came
  at you from all sides in a sort of Moroccan nirvana of spiritual cleansing. If Rupert made a fuss, she could always have a jock-style power shower fitted in the guest bathroom.


  Her mind buzzing with design ideas, Lydia went back to the sitting room and sank down on a large and ugly leather sola. It was like Rupert himself, she thought disloyally, big, beige and
  comfortable, and directly facing an extremely large television screen. The room was given over to the needs of a man coming in from work with no thought in his head beyond kicking off his shoes to
  watch Sky Sports over a takeaway chicken tikka masala. Needless to say, it would have to change. You couldnt have smart dinners where the guests were expected to have their drinks sitting in
  a circle around the council-house-style monster telly.


  It gave Lydia a rush of excitement to think about briefing a designer. No wonder brides always lost weight, there was so much to do that you forgot about food. She had a shortlist of three
  interior architects and was waiting to see who would give her the best price in exchange for a four-page spread in the magazine. It was lucky the photos were always taken of interiors without any
  people sitting in them to ruin the view. Rupert, bless him, was a lovely guy, but hardly likely to enhance a mood shot of the kind of Soho Loft meets the Andes vibe that she was aiming for. He was
  more Johnnie Boclen meets happy-clappy schoolmaster.


  She remembered the first time she had met him, in New York, in the piano bar of the Pierre Hotel, a stately establishment where the corridors were lined with unctuous staff. Very old money, and
  just what Lydia thought she was looking for. During her brief affair with Will, he had brought her to New York to stay at the Paramount, a Johnny-come-lately kind of place, done out like a
  nightclub so you couldnt see anyones face in reception. John Malkovich had held the door open for her, which was nice, but it was all a bit too cool for its own good.


  In contrast to the darkness of the Paramount, the Pierre was all gold and magnolia, fatly upholstered chairs, ten sheets on your bed. Rupert had been looking very at ease; he was big enough for
  this place, whereas Will, had she brought him here all those years ago, would have looked small and displaced, like a street busker who had somehow made it through the wall of bouncers.


  Rupert and Lydia had been set up on a double date, which they undertook in the ironic spirit of the British abroad, the idea of dating being beyond hilarious in their home country.
  With their trademark haplessness, the British expected to just fall into the right relationship, whereas the Americans worked earnestly to establish the best possible base from which to proceed.
  Luckily, the date had paid off, and she had hit the jackpot.


  Sod the work, thought Lydia, Ive got a wedding to plan. She put her coat back on and decided to check out Kelly Hoppen on the Fulham Road where she was thinking of having her list. They
  had nothing in the window except three white vases at astronomical prices, which all looked very promising.


  The rain was sheeting down as Lydia walked up the road to Sloane Square where the Peter Jones courtesy bus arrived just in time to rescue her from those damned nuisance charity workers
  patrolling the Kings Road with their clipboards. As if she didnt have enough to spend her money on right now. She sank gratefully into the luxuriously upholstered seat. At the age of
  thirty-seven, she was a short engagement away from being a rich Chelsea wife, with an interesting and successful career to boot. When she could so easily have slipped into the life of a sad
  freelance hack with a bedsit in Balham. It had been a gamble, moving to New York, but one that had paid off. You wont make the scene if you dont hit the green, to quote one of those
  mottos of self-improvement so beloved of Americans, the masters of reinvention. Dont ask, dont get. Go for broke. Marry a millionaire.


  The bus drew up outside PJ2 in Draycott Avenue and the passengers got off, politely thanking the driver as though he were the family chauffeur. Lydia cut back to Sloane Avenue, past Bibendum and
  left into the Fulham Road, when she heard the sound of low-flying aircraft so loud she feared an attack by the axis of evil. But it was just a red Virgin helicopter coming down to land in the
  private gardens of Onslow Square. Richard Branson coming home for his tea, perhaps. How fabulous.


  And wasnt that Nigella and Charles going into Theo Fennells posh jewellery shop, the tall facade prettily illuminated by a mesh of white fairy lights? It was here that the Duchess
  of Yorks poor ex-dresser had been working before she clubbed her boyfriend to death with his own cricket bat for failing to marry her and referring to her as a pair of old slippers. Lydia
  would not have gone that far, but Ruperts proposal had certainly brought things to a very satisfactory conclusion. She pushed open the door to Kelly Hoppen and greeted the lofty assistant
  with a smile. Id like to open a wedding list, please, she said. Was it her imagination or did she see a flicker of envy cross the girls face?


  Jane wished she had gone to the memorial service now. She always did that  said she was too busy to do things, then wasted time dithering around. Lydias call had
  knocked her off her stride, and she might as well have gone for all the work shed achieved this morning.


  Maybe she really should go to that school reunion next week. Last time shed checked on Friends Reunited, shed been cheered by the all-round lack of achievement. The cleverest girl
  in the class was now working part-time as a receptionist at the local opticians which fitted in nicely round school hours. Former prefect Janet Bowles volunteered the information (with three
  exclamation marks) that she could usually be found browsing the aisles of her second home, aka Waitrose. It must be lovely to feel so little pressure to succeed.


  She switched off the computer and thought about lunch. She could make herself a macrobiotic salad using the salad leaves and seeds she so conscientiously hunted out at farmers markets.
  Will swore by them, hoping their virtuous influence would stamp out the after-effects of his decadent youth. He was always telling Jane what she should and shouldnt be eating.


  She decided that what she really needed was a Chicken McNugget Meal with large fries and large non-diet Coke. It offered the double satisfaction of being nutritionally void and creating an
  unseemly amount of non-recyclable waste. That polystyrene box alone, she thought, as she slipped her coat on and pulled the door behind her, could push Will over the edge.


  Walking back home with her McDonalds, Jane disposed of the evil packaging in an anonymous bin, and wondered what thoughtful present she should buy to take tonight. They were invited to
  supper with an art-dealer friend of Wills. Jane knew better than to say they were going to a dinner party. Will had told her early on in their relationship that he didnt do dinner
  parties. All that fuss about the seating plan, boy, girl, boy, girl, it was so damned couply. Instead, he did supper with friends, which was far more bohemian. Ossian was quite nice, but the wife
  was a worry, a glamorous actress who knew everybody. You couldnt very well hand over a box of Celebrations. I know, Jane thought, Ill go to that pretentious shop on Westbourne Grove
  and get them a glass boot of cassis balsamic vinegar. Wildly original.


  Hunched over her computer with her Chocolate Chip Flurry, she pulled out her Christmas list to see what else she should look for while she was out. Not many shopping days left now, and she had
  Wills family to think of as well as her own. His mother was the most difficult, since she only approved of useful gifts, and had a withering contempt for anything that suggested unnecessary
  expense. The problem being that by the time you got to eighty you didnt need anything except for medical accoutrements, which hardly made for a festive feeling.


  Three hours later she arrived at school, the car piled high with booty. Liberty was standing alone in the playground, her face thunderous. She made a throat-slitting gesture as Jane rushed up to
  collect her.


  Sorry darling, terrible traffic, I was doing some Christmas shopping.


  She opened the car door and Liberty climbed in, turning round to peer into the boot. Did you get me a pet? she asked, as though hoping to see a puppy or a kitten snuggled up among
  the carrier bags. It was all she wanted this year, an animal to call her own.


  You know weve discussed that, said Jane, and you agreed a goldfish would he very nice.


  Oh, arent I a lucky ducky? said Liberty sarcastically. She often came out of school with a new piece of posh slang. Cant I at least have something you can
  hold?


  Jane did sympathise. You might as well drop a slice of carrot in a howl of water for all the reward a fish could give you. Maybe next year, she said.


  Liberty slumped back in her seat. Next year didnt count when you were seven. Are we going anywhere for Christmas? she asked.


  No, were staying here and everyones coming to us.


  Oh. Lutetias going skiing, Apples going to Thailand. And Pandas going on a safari.


  Bully for Panda. Maybe shell be captured and forced to live in a tree.


  Back at the house, Jane ferried in the Christmas presents and hid them in the cellar, away from Libertys curious gaze. The boxes of shelves she had bought at Ikea were
  still sitting in the hall.


  Id better take those up, said Jane, you know how Daddy cant bear things cluttering up the house.


  Ill help, Liberty offered. She had changed out of her school uniform and wanted to be useful.


  Too heavy for you, Jane said, heaving the first pack onto her back, but you can help me put them together.


  Why dont you get Daddy to do it?


  Hes got a bad back, you know that.


  Jane was stronger than she looked, which was just as well, since Will was reluctant to lift things. Not that he was lazy. When he had been married to Carol, hed done all the decorating
  himself, with disastrous consequences for his back. Second time round he felt he deserved an architect. It was a measure of his success. My architect, my agent, my lawyer, my sleep therapist; it
  suggested that all these people belonged to you, that you sat on the apex of an important pyramid as chairman and managing director of the large business that was your life. The architect had been
  ruinously expensive. Personally, Jane would have preferred to spend the money on a cleaner, or holidays, or else put it away for school fees  his monstrous bill sat oddly alongside the
  careful economies she made to stretch the household budget.


  Thats the last one. Liberty handed over the final screw to Jane as she finished constructing the shelves and they admired the results.


  Excellent work, said Jane, youll have somewhere to put your fish tank now. Why dont you come and talk to me while I get ready for this boring
  dinner.


  Liberty followed her into the master bedroom and helped her lay out suitable outfits on the bed. She then produced her box of Barbies and lined them up on the floor, their dresses piled up in a
  chaotic heap.


  Jane frowned at the thought of the evening ahead. Dressing for supper with Wills friends was always tricky. To be avoided at all costs was looking as though you had tried too hard; on the
  other hand, she was no longer in quite good-enough shape to slouch up in an old pair of jeans. She pulled on a rather short skirt and a white shirt under the critical eye of her daughter.


  Your arse looks good in that, said Liberty, nodding her approval.


  Dont say arse, said Jane absent-mindedly, turning in front of the mirror and wondering if Will would agree. She rifled through her jewellery box for what she hoped was a
  bohemian pair of hoop earrings while Liberty turned back to talk to her dolls. Jane wished shed been able to give her a little brother or sister but Will had been adamant, his nerves
  couldnt take it. The fact remained that he had three children and she had just the one. It seemed a bit unfair but she wouldnt dream of springing another surprise baby on him. You
  didnt do that sort of thing in a reasonable modern relationship.


  Come on, darling, she said, lets get you to bed.


  Her mind roamed freely as she read chapter five of The Enchanted Wood at breakneck speed. Three hundred and sixty-five stories a year, no wonder it got a bit dull. I have measured out my
  life in bedtime stories, she thought. But that was child-rearing for you, an accumulation of mind-deadening routines. If you dont like repetition, dont have kids. It was a choice you
  made and you shouldnt expect any sympathy. What else was life for anyway? The one thing she could never regret was her beautiful, demanding daughter.


  She slapped on some lipstick and rushed downstairs to tidy up for the babysitter. Ianthes nanny from Estonia was arriving at eight. Im making the most of her while
  shes fresh, Ianthes mother had said. Once theyve been over here for a couple of years, they quite lose that Eastern Bloc work ethic  Hardly surprising
  living in that house, Ianthes mother wasnt exactly a model of industry, swanning around having lunch and discussing her winnings in the Hearts pyramid scheme.


  Listening to the wailing police sirens, Jane worried, as usual, if she was doing enough for Liberty. Ice-skating, French lessons, violin, tennis, pottery classes. It sounded a lot, but what
  about tai chi and chess and drama classes? And Japanese was supposed to be very good for stimulating the left side of the brain. What if Liberty grew up stunted because an unexplored area of her
  consciousness had not been properly stimulated at a young age? She might be like a wilted plant potted in the wrong soil, her leaves yellow with neglect, and all because her mother had failed to
  identify an obvious childhood need.


  Will told her she worried too much, but it was different for men. They didnt feel viscerally responsible for the well-being of their children the way that mothers did. While she was
  putting Liberty to bed, he had been out for drinks with some writer friends, being big and clever and exchanging ideas that transcended the small domestic arena. She fought back her resentment. The
  last thing she wanted to become was a dreary nag. Naomi Wolf said men believed the sanctuary of the Edwardian home had become a domestic hell, filled with vituperative harridans. There was no way
  that Jane would become like Wills ex, moaning and needy and unsympathetic to his creative requirements. Will Thacker, the acclaimed writer  she couldnt say she hadnt hit
  the jackpot.


  She heard a key in the lock.


  Hallo, sexy, Will said, slurring slightly as he looked her up and down, you look hot, in a waitressy sort of way. Shall we go?


  Ossian and Bella lived in Notting Hill and had an outside shower on one of their roof terraces. It was Bella who opened the door, wearing plastic flowers in her hair and what
  looked like a floor-length nylon housecoat with a brown and orange floral theme. Jane would have looked like an escapee from a mental hospital in such an outfit.


  They followed her into a kitchen/dining room of gargantuan proportions. The doorways had been widened to bring them into proportion with the high ceilings, and extra-deep work surfaces had been
  installed to give an Olympian feel to the room. It was not a house for little people.


  Although a bit on the small side, Will fitted in perfectly with his Jasper Conran jacket that had been deliberately frayed at the edges to look as though it was twenty years old. By comparison,
  Jane felt like the suburban school girl she was, dressed up in her trendy weekend wear for a day up in town. In her short black skirt, she felt she should be passing round the canapes.


  Hey, you look gorgeous, said Bellas husband Ossian, sidling up for a better look. Hed always had a soft spot for Jane, and there had once been an embarrassing
  incident when he had pressed himself up against her at a gallery opening. She hadnt told Will about it: he might have thought her a prude, or else that she had been flirting. In any case, it
  was all water under the bridge, and she was grateful for his attention tonight.


  Let me introduce you. He put a hand in the small of her back and propelled her over to where a gouty-looking man and his effete companion were sitting on a Moroccan couch.


  May I present the estimable linguist Jane Locksmith? This is Roland Edgeworth and Jeremy Markham.


  It was the kind of party where everyone was introduced by their full names, so it was clear they were people of substance. There was none of that James and Amanda, this is Phil and
  Jenny stuff that you got at the sort of dinner parties Will hated.


  Jane had heard of Roland Edgeworth, he was rich and wrote erudite books on Londons history. Jeremy sat beside him, his thin legs in tight silver trousers crossed, lady-style, to one side.
  He started to talk to Jane about champagne, while Roland puffed away at a cigarette, ill at ease so early in the evening and only three glasses to the wind.


  Jeremy leaned towards Jane, a confidential hand on her thigh. I know everyone goes on about the Louis Roederer vintage being the bees knees, he said, but do you know,
  I actually prefer his wow-vintage.


  Interesting, said Jane. She smiled politely and tried to think of something clever to say, but her mind had gone blank.


  Cheap to run, guffawed Roland, breaking his silence and topping up his glass.


  Thats me, said Jeremy. Low-maintenance Larry. Actually, the only champagne I cant stand is Mot. He pronounced it correctly, sounding the hard T at the
  end. I find there is something about it that just hits the back of the throat. Quite undrinkable. He shook his head at the impossibility of it all.


  Youre a linguist, Jane, youll be able to help me, he went on. What does blanc de hlanc actually mean? Blankety blank, blankety blank, whats all
  that about?


  There was a silence as they waited for her answer. White of white, of course, but what did it mean? She dithered around until Roland took pity on her.


  White wine from white grapes, he pronounced, coughing then extinguishing his cigarette, whereas the best champagne is made from a mixture of red and white grapes. Pinot
  Chardonnay and Pinot Noir, to be precise.


  Champagne made from red grapes, said Jeremy, whod have thought it? Shall we go through?


  They moved across to join the others at the table. Will was well into his stride now, talking to a fat man with a twirly moustache and pointy beard, and a freakishly tall model like a child
  distorted by the Hall of Mirrors. Jane tried to think of interesting topics. Would they be curious to hear about her recent trip to Ikea? She could talk about her work, if pushed, but it was
  unlikely that the translation of a guide to French bridges would hold them for long.


  You have to be Catholic if youve got children, Bella was saying, only fools and Protestants pay school fees. I know that church is the ugliest building on Kensington
  High Street, but come on, one hour on a Sunday morning to save twenty grand a year, youd be stupid not to. Schmoozing the priest has been my most lucrative role ever!


  Everybody laughed except Ossian, who had heard it all before.


  At the table, Will was enthralling the model with his tales of life among the Amerindians. It was fascinating to watch him  he still had an irresistible effect on women, a magnetism that
  Jane remembered all too well from their own early days. Its a need with me, Ali, he was saying, his eyes on a level with her flat chest, to get beyond the pedestrian, to
  test myself to the limits.


  The model nodded down at him. I know what you mean. I always say to myself, come on Ali, you really could look even better, just give it all youve got.


  Will looked insulted by the comparison. Scowling into a camera was hardly on a par with his own spiritual journey to the heart of another culture, He carried on regardless. As I was
  saying only the other evening to David Hare, most people in our society cant see beyond their couple. They get locked into their little lives, cant see that theres a
  fascinating world out there . . .


  Im single at the moment actually, she interrupted him. Ive got a few issues to deal with before I enter another relationship.


  Would the bloody woman not shut up and let him finish? Whereas I strive constantly to explore, to under stand, to recognise that I am just a tiny cog in the greater scheme of
  things, he continued. In essence I suppose you could say my work is an exercise in humility . . .


  Jeremy cut across him. What exactly arc your issues, Ali? he asked, unable to resist the scent of psychobabble.


  Ali jumped at the chance to talk about herself and her problems. Oh, eating issues for one, she said. Youve always got them if youre a model; and then
  Ive got confidence issues, of course, but I do feel Im becoming stronger . . .


  Jane caught Wills eye and smiled sympathetically. She knew he couldnt stand the language of personal growth. But Will frowned and turned instead to talk across to Roland, by now
  dangerously red in the face.


  Jane was rescued by the man with the twirly moustache. I understand youre in the translation game?


  This was her chance to talk herself up a bit, make herself sound fascinating. Instead she took the easy option of turning things back to him.


  Thats right, she said. And I would guess youre an artist of some kind, judging from your appearance.


  Twirly gave a dismissive gesture to his velvet jacket and floppy bow tie. Might as well look the part. Im a novelist, actually. Do you translate fiction?


  No, I dont do literary. Im more on the practical reference side. Less scope for misinterpretation.


  Dull, dull, dull, she thought. He gave her a pitying nod.


  I know its a bit of a poor relation, she apologised. Will can be rather cruel about it actually. You know, if you cant do, teach. If you cant write,
  translate.


  Oh rubbish, said Twirly, unconvincingly, we must each do what we can.


  Well, yes. I used to have an office job, but I wanted to change to something I could do from home so I could be there for my daughter.


  She saw his interest waning and was annoyed with herself. Everyone knew it was social suicide to start on about your kids as if you had nothing else to talk about.


  The model broke away from Jeremy to join their conversation. She clearly had the concentration span of a flea. Dont you find it boring working at home? she said.
  Its a bit nerdy, isnt it, all by yourself. Id be watching Kilroy all the time. Or Trisha. Mind you, I could never be a translator, Im useless at
  languages.


  I work at home too, said Jeremy, keeping myself gorgeous for Roland, and let me tell you, that is a full-time job.


  With splendid results, said Twirly, his eyes feasting on Jeremys biceps bulging out of his tight little tee shirt. Give us your secrets, Jeremy, I might make you a
  character in my next novel.


  Jeremy settled back in delight at this invitation to hold forth on his favourite subject. Jojoba oil, he said, with a few drops of rosemary to help build brain cells. I rub
  it all over my body and scalp before I exercise. And the moment I wake, I programme myself to admire everything so that every new day provides something beautiful.


  With Rolands funds at his disposal, it would be easy to find beauty, thought Jane. The only ugly thing Jeremy had to encounter each morning was Rolands bloated body lying in bed
  beside him.


  Next I do aerobics and yoga before I shower. I floss three times a day and once a month I hang the enema bag on the bathroom door, run the hosepipe up my bottom and do a handstand.
  Wonderful clear-out.


  Ugh! said Jane before she could stop herself.


  Jeremy looked at her in surprise. Just basic body management, darling. You need to look at your body as a business and the organs as executives. They each have job descriptions you know,
  and hang on to emotional memory. Especially the thalamus.


  The what?


  He ignored her. The heart and liver need a lot of nourishment and motivation. I pay them special attention in my morning meditation. You need to nurture yourself to heal yourself.
  Thats why Im never ill. Plus I only buy organic


  Yes, it would be easy to stay healthy when you led such a spoilt and pampered life.


  He seemed to read her thoughts. But my number-one tip is, get yourself a nice rich man and the rest will follow. He blew a kiss to Roland who grunted in acknowledgement as he
  filled his glass to the rim. He was grateful to Jeremy for providing floozy glamour, it was just what he needed after a hard day in his study.


  Jane did her best through dinner, helped along by Ossian who seemed amused by her account of her daily life, egging her on for details, asking her to talk him through the
  school run. She couldnt help wondering if he was taking the piss.


  Hey, Bella, said the model, who had eaten nothing all night. I really like your curtains. That is just so cool, blankets held back with leather belts.


  Bella leaped up to finger them and demonstrate their authentic roughness. Belgian surplus army blankets. And the belts are from Cap Kids. She shrugged. Simple ideas are
  always the best.


  I absolutely agree, said Twirly. its a hard and fast rule in my novels. Particularly in my latest where I had the rather straightforward notion of twins separated at birth
  who then meet up . . .


  Green tea, anyone? Bella cut him off quickly. Writers could be terribly dull; clearly it had been a mistake to invite three at one sitting. Actors were so much better value,
  dishing up hilarious theatrical anecdotes instead of droning on about their dreary books.


  Jane declined the tea, to her hostesss surprise.


  Would you prefer a tisane? Or raspberry leaf?


  Ayurvedic?


  No thanks. Have you got any coffee?


  Janes request was met with the astonishment you might expect if you asked for Class A drugs at a prayer meeting.


  Let me see, said Bella, getting over the shock, I think one of my au pairs bought some last week . . . yes, here we are. She searched in a cupboard and brought out a
  packet of instant-cappuccino sachets as though she were holding a filled nappy sack.


  One of your au pairs, how many have you got? asked Jane, then immediately wished she hadnt. How mumsy was that, to show an interest in the home help? Just two.
  Work it out, instead of paying a fortune for a nanny, you get two nice girls for a pittance each, they share a room and have each other for company and you have twenty-four-hour cover. I
  cant think why more people havent cottoned on.


  Afterwards, they moved across the sitting area, where Roland spilt wine over the Moroccan throw and passed out in a large snoring heap. Will went off to the loo with the model
  in order to talk to Charlie. Which left Jeremy centre-stage to talk about his latest therapy.


  It seems that Sudden Wealth Syndrome is quite common now, he confided. They identified it at the Money, Meaning and Choices institute in San Francisco. Roland wanted me to see
  someone after we were talking about Who Wants to he a Millionaire at a dinner and I happened to say that thirty-two thou was nothing to us. Which it isnt. It wasnt as if I was
  in a room of social workers, either, most people there would have spent at least that on their fortieth birthday parties. But then when I ran up a bill of twenty-five thou redecorating the bedroom,
  he insisted I take myself in hand. So to speak, he added with a lewd wink.


  Was he serious? Since when did striking it lucky mean you had to go into therapy? Jane had had enough now, she wanted to go home.


  Guilt is a terrible thing, Jeremy was saying, it can ruin your life if youre not careful.


  So give your money away to charity if thats how you feel, said Ossian with a shrug, rid yourself of the cause. Personally hed never lost any sleep over
  his millions, but then again hed been born to it. Unlike Jeremy, who had gone overnight from hotel receptionist to kept man and crazed spendthrift.


  Its not really mine to give, said Jeremy, nodding towards his prostrate companion whose snoring had now reached a deafening level, and to be honest, I dont
  want to give it away. I like being rich, I just want to stop feeling bad about it.


  Shrinks are the new priests, said Ossian, its the secular version of paying a cleric to say mass for you.


  Will was animated on his return from the lavatory, and it was well into the small hours before they finally did leave. Roland was roused from the dead by Jeremy and assisted
  into a taxi, while Twirly and the model went home on foot. Jane had her eye on the clock as she drove away, calculating how much she needed to pay the babysitter, and whether she had sufficient
  cash in her purse. She knew better than to ask Will. He couldnt really be bothered with tedious stuff like this after a good night out.


  Will was wide awake on the journey home. I couldnt believe you, Jane, sitting there with your instant coffee, like you were at girl-guide camp.


  Ging gang goolie, she said, slowing down as they approached a roundabout, I cant help being conventional, blame it on my upbringing. And at least coffee is cheaper
  than cocaine, you should be grateful Im so cheap to run.


  I hope that wasnt a sly dig at me. Im allowed to enjoy myself now and then, arent I?


  Of course. And Im allowed to indulge my quaint old-fashioned habits. At least my needs are simple and you dont have to fork out for a therapist for me. Or an enema bag. That
  Jeremy was quite something, wasnt he?


  Colourful, at least.


  And incredibly narcissistic


  Will sighed. Youre so . . . he was searching for the right word . . . sensible. Thats the word for you, Jane. You are such a sensible woman.


  Ill take that as a compliment, shall I?


  If you like.


  I do like. Unless youre trying to say that Im a boring person without an original idea in my head.


  Hmm. He was laughing now, but Jane wasnt going to let it go.


  So, if I am so uninteresting, why did you . . . why do you live with me?


  Interesting question. And one to which there are many answers.


  One will do.


  Just one, now let me see. He drummed his fingers on the window and gazed out thoughtfully at the deserted London streets.


  Your wild-mushroom risotto, perhaps. Or the way your hair springs up at the front. Your smile. Maybe its because you dont cramp my style, you know how to give me space . .
  .


  Not very convincing so far . . .


  Or because youve offered mc the chance to be a father again without ramming it down my throat . . .


  Useful breeding stock . . .


  He frowned and tried again. I suppose I live with you because I am happier with you than I would be without you. Yes, thats it, its like Cyril Connolly said, if we want to
  be happy we must select the illusion which appeals to our temperament and embrace it with passion. And you are my illusion. He smiled across at her in triumph, and added in an
  American accent, You are my illusion of choice.


  They drove on in silence for a bit.


  And what about you, Jane, he asked. Are you happy with your life?


  She drove in silence for a while, thinking about everything she had to be grateful for. Her precious daughter, her job, her house. The fragile construction of their family life. You had to be so
  careful the whole thing didnt come crashing down around your ears.


  Of course, she said. I make it my business to be happy. She took her hand off the wheel to squeeze his leg.


  Jane drove the babysitter home to avoid paying for a cab. Will was already asleep when she got back, wearing his British Airways blindfold to keep out the morning light. His
  ears were blocked with special wax ear-plugs that hed bought in France. The normal ones were hopeless, they fell out in the bed like rabbit pellets, whereas Boules Quies could be lovingly
  kneaded to size. He lay there, his chest rising and falling, all orifices defended from attack by the outside world.


  Not wanting to wake him, Jane slipped into bed without turning on the light. She stared up at the blackness and thought about their conversation on the way home. It should be obvious,
  shouldnt it? Ask yourself whether you are happy, and you cease to be so: thats what John Stuart Mill thought.


  She was happy enough for sure, with her lovely daughter and a man to share her life, and her work to keep her occupied and drive away the demons. Those were the most important things. Then there
  was the accumulation of small pleasures that made up the rest of happiness. Cooking and gardening and the occasional treat to look forward to, like her trip to the cinema tomorrow lunchtime.


  It was a habit she had acquired when Liberty started school, and she finally found she had some time to herself. Often on a Friday afternoon, she switched off her computer, turned her back on
  her domestic duties and took the tube to South Kensington to see a film at the French Institute. She always went alone, that was part of the pleasure. With no-one to defer to, she was anonymous,
  silent, and free to please herself. In three years she had revisited the oeuvre of Bunuel, Godard, Truffaut, and kept up with the new releases. She sat near the back, surrounded by empty
  seats, sipping on a min I bottle of Evian and letting the Frenchness of it all wash over her. Dark gallic eyes, suffused with unspoken meaning, the banal stirring of a cup of coffee somehow
  conveying the looming shadows of tragedy.


  Tomorrow she was going to sec an old favourite, A Bout de Souffle. It had all the ingredients. A heroine with a Joan of Arc hairdo and authentic striped tee shirt; fantastic black and
  white shots of Paris in the days when you could just draw up and park your 2CV on the Champs Elyses; the suggestion that happiness was contained in a simple room with a bare mattress, two
  glasses and a bottle of wine. Young people with their lives ahead of them. She couldnt wait.


  She snuggled into Wills back, her non-seeing, non-hearing partner, who was now snoring loudly. Thanks to his ear plugs he was sealed in a soundless world, but it didnt mean he
  couldnt be heard. Jane reached out a hand to pinch his nose and cover his mouth. There was a silence, then the familiar pig-like snort as he wrenched his face away to take a desperate
  breath. Then he settled back down to regular, quiet breathing. If there was one thing Jane had learned in ten years of non-marriage to Will, it was how to stop him keeping her awake at night.


  That night she dreamed she was on a safari with Panda and half of Libertys classmates. They were wearing their purple uniforms, packed into one giant Jeep under Janes supervision,
  while Will followed in a separate vehicle, scowling at them from under his weathered Drizabone hat.


  
    
  


  THREE


  Rupert Beauval-Tench slipped on his jacket and glanced down at Lydia still asleep in bed. She wouldnt wake up for at least two hours, which was perhaps why she looked so
  serene. Though come to think of it, she always looked serene. She was blessed with the peace of mind that came from knowing what she wanted, and being in no doubt that it would all come her way in
  the end. It was what had attracted him to her, this presumption that life was a party to which she had been invited as chief guest of honour. He only wished he felt the same.


  He quietly closed the door to the apartment and went downstairs, letting himself out of the front entrance where the taxi was waiting, engine purring, black and shiny against the redbrick
  terrace. Considering this was such a chic address, the architecture was pedestrian, like a series of Victorian school-buildings.


  Climbing into the back of the cab, Rupert stretched out his long legs and reminded himself that London taxis were one of the few reasons he was glad to be back in Britain. In New York the sullen
  drivers refused to get out, and left you to pull your own suitcase out of the trunk. In London, you felt they were on your side; they were engaged and chatty, with firm opinions, and often
  alarmingly well-read.


  Mayfair please, he said. St James Street.


  The driver nodded, and Rupert disappeared behind his copy of the Financial Times. He might as well face the worst and check out this mornings figures, though doing so always left
  him with a creeping sense of gloom. At the age of forty, he knew he should feel much happier than he did. Not only did he have a lovely new fiancee, he had his very own new business to run.


  Looks like youre in finance. The driver had raised his face to speak, obliging Rupert to meet his gaze in the rear-view mirror.


  Sorry?


  The driver pointed at his FT. You want to take a look at that book by Roland Edgeworth Ive left out in the back, he went on. Hes got a good section on
  you lot. In sawcy State the griping Broker sits. John Cay. Wrote The Beggars Opera, he added, seeing Ruperts blank response.


  Rupert politely put down his paper to take a flick through the densely worded tome bulging out of the back pocket of the front seat.


  Im not a broker, actually, he said. Good God, have you read the whole thing? How on earth do you find the time?


  Lunch break. I get a sandwich and sit in the rank. What dyou do then?


  Me? Oh, I used to work for a bank, but I left to set up a hedge fund.


  A what?


  Its . . . a bit tricky to explain really. Not sure that I quite know myself. He acquitted himself with a self-deprecating smile in the mirror. Speaking of which,
  Id better get back to the markets, if you dont mind. He replaced the book and retreated behind his newspaper. On reflection, there were times when a silent driver would be
  preferable to a chirpy London cabbie.


  He glanced down the figures printed in small tight columns on the pale orange paper, then sighed and closed his eyes. It must be his age. There had been a time when he was genuinely interested
  in all this, but since his return from New York he just felt he was going through the motions, marking time until he found a way out. This was unfortunate, since he had just gone into partnership
  with a colleague whose enthusiasm made Rupert feel like a sodden old rag in comparison. After eighteen years in the corporate fold they had decided with Boys Own bravado that it was
  time to go it alone, but Rupert was no longer so sure it was such a good idea.


  Turning forty, thats what had done it for him, though he had played the occasion down with a low-key dinner for two with Lydia, rather than one of those bells-and-whistles parties that
  people gave to show how well theyd done. His business partner Richard had also hit forty this year, and had chartered a large ship to convey three hundred close friends in a Disco
  Inferno-themed evening to the Thames barrier and back. He always did things properly. He already had a wife and four kids flourishing on a country estate in Kent where he reared organic venison and
  hosted quiz, nights in his spare time. Rupert had a country pile too, but his was unfairly inherited rather than earned through his own talent and energy. It was unavailable anyway, having been
  leased to a Saudi prince for eight years. And even if he and Lydia started a family right away, he knew hed never catch up with Richard.


  The cab dropped him outside his office in Mayfair. They had chosen St James Street because Londons most successful hedge fund was based here, and it was hoped that this success might rub
  off on them like gold dust. To Rupert, it felt increasingly that they were rats on a sinking ship. He climbed the stairs, trying to work himself up into a positive frame of mind. It was easier in
  New York where the money-making ethic ran through the streets and was contagious, like a happy plague. Plus he had been there during the late Nineties boom, when everything you touched turned to
  gold. Not like now in this age of uncertainty, beneath grey British skies and a bear market and the rebellious British public rising up against fat-cat salaries. Rupert sympathised, he always
  considered himself grossly overpaid compared to real people who did real jobs. Its just that he couldnt really think what else to do.


  Richard was already at his desk, which was festooned with photographs of himself surrounded by his large family. Having ten photos of yourself on display might be considered vain, but for some
  reason this was not the case if your kids were in the frame with you. Richards wife was there, too, beaming out confidently, candy-striped pink trousers cropped beneath the knee, white shirt
  with upturned collar, headband and gold earrings. She was one of those girls from a comfortable background who seemed entirely fulfilled by her role as homemaker. Rupert couldnt quite see
  Lydia in that vein, nor would he necessarily want her to be hovering with a C and T the moment he stepped in the door.


  Richard greeted him with a hand upstretched, like a policeman stopping traffic. Rupert, sound fellow!


  The hand was square and strong, confident of a lifetimes success and happiness, emerging from a thickly folded double cuff from one of those swanky Jermyn Street tailors that were so
  square they were hip. Richards smile was unfairly dazzling for someone who got up each morning to catch the 6.59 train, and his skin was the colour of caramel.


  Ruperts skin was fair and freckly and he hated it. When he caught the sun, or drank more than a few pints, it turned bright red, which he hated even more. Among the photos on
  Richards desk was a picture of the two of them celebrating the launch of their business, in a pub in Shepherd Market. Richard looked like Mel Gibson, small and dark and sexy, while Rupert
  loomed behind him like an ungainly beacon, his ginger-blond hair clashing violently with his beetroot complexion. He wanted to ask Richard to take the picture down, but everyone knew that Rupert
  didnt care two hoots about his appearance and he didnt want to rock the boat.


  He waved a hearty greeting to Richard, who then returned to his phone call. Rupert took off his heavy coat and settled at the opposite desk, fixing his face in an expression of purposeful zeal
  as he focused in on the screen.


  It was awful being in partnership with a friend. When hed worked for the bank, he used to complain about it: the hierarchy, the red tape, always being accountable to someone else. Now he
  was only accountable to himself, and to Richard. And to the investors who had entrusted them with millions of pounds. It made his blood run cold just thinking about it. His younger self might have
  relished the challenge, but his new couldnt-care-less self wished the whole thing would just vanish in a puff of smoke.


  Richard finished his phone call.


  Brian Timmons. Looks like hes going to come through with a few hundred thou.


  Great. Ruperts voice sounded phoney even to himself. Ive got lunch with a prospect myself today. Ex-banker, husband works at the French embassy, she sounded
  pretty interested.


  Good.


  Yup.


  Big Hairy Audacious Goals, lets go for it.


  It was such a strain, all this encouraging mutual back-slapping and talking positive. When all he wanted to do was go up to Richard and say fooled you! and theyd have a
  laugh about the whole thing then go off to the pub.


  Rupert knew he was not the first to feel disaffected by his work. Other people called it burnout, and fell into dramatic crises of depression, harming themselves with penknives and receiving
  therapy on BUPA. But Rupert was too humble for all that. He wasnt theatrical enough to cast himself as the flawed hero of his own private tragedy. And besides, he wouldnt say he was
  depressed exactly. It was just that he didnt really want anything any more. He suspected it might simply be the onset of middle age. Which was a bit of a joke, as he was about to become a
  blushing bridegroom.


  Richard came over and dropped a brochure on his desk. lake a look at this, Rupert, old boy. Let me know what you think.


  Richard called him old boy in jokey deference to his breeding. Whereas Richard was an Essex boy made good, Rupert had an entry in Burkes Landed Gentry and family money of such
  noble distinction it had gone yellow with age, like those treasure-island maps that kids dip in cold tea to give them an authentic look. Richard liked to imagine Rupert still had a soft spot for
  old Nanny, pensioned off in some cottage on the family estate while the big house with forty-seven rooms and its own chapel crumbled into elegant decay. All rubbish, of course. But the name of
  Beauval-Tench brought a touch of class to their outfit. And Rupert was a good bloke, solid and dependable, which was more than you could say for some of the toffs who ended up in the city.


  Rupert glanced through the brochure, admiring the chiselled jaws of the men it featured. He was particularly taken by one of the main board who called himself the Director of Ideas. As though he
  sat in the brain of the company, pulling strings to initiate movement among the lesser organs. Heavy lower limbs dragging on the spark of his own creative genius. Was this company one they should
  invest in? How the hell was Rupert supposed to know? Could he really spend the rest of his life doing this job?


  He looked across at Richard, so at ease behind his desk. Richard loved this work, he was made for it, his eyes lit up at the thought of a deal, and he fed off adrenaline. His very body oozed
  confidence and dynamism. He was absolutely certain that life would give him what he wanted. In fact, he was rather like Lydia, which made Rupert wonder if there was something in him that was
  subconsciously attracted to go-getters, to make up for his own wishy-washiness.


  He had hoped that formalising things with Lydia would help him feel better. It was a positive step, the right time, and quite frankly the decent thing to do. He had been amazed that she had
  fallen for him when a girl like that should have had the whole of New York at her feet. He was, lets face it, no matinee idol. They had hit it off immediately, united by their Britishness in
  the artificial hothouse of Manhattan. They enjoyed defending crooked yellow teeth and cynicism against orthodontics and preppy wholesomeness, it had been fun. He didnt consider the bond
  strong enough to survive the move back to London, but Lydia had proved him wrong, reorganising her work so she could follow him home and showing a flattering willingness to fall in with his plans.
  It became clear that she saw their future together, and to be honest he felt he owed it to her. She was so funny, clever and beautiful, you really couldnt ask for more.


  Lydias euphoria at being engaged more than made up for his own indifference. She had moved into the flat and begun writing lists in a red notebook that she kept in the kitchen drawer. The
  hook was segmented into different sections, each headed Lip in her rounded handwriting. Surprise engagement party, wedding guest list, reception venues, Cadogan Gardens  redecoration, joint
  finances with a question mark. Whenever they spent an evening in, she would pull the book out and run through the details with him over their drinks. Rupert would crash on his beige leather sofa
  and wish he could turn the TV on, while Lydia perched on the matching pouffe, crossing her ankles like the queen as she quizzed him about his views on a remote Scottish castle versus the In and Out
  Club. Should they go for romantic medieval heritage or faded London chic? Theres so much to think of, she would say, as she flipped the book shut. Its rather wonderful, isnt
  it, having all this to plan, just as we were running out of things to talk about. Rupert couldnt help wondering what Lydia would do for a hobby once the whole wedding business was over.


  Richard was pacing up and down now, speaking into a cell phone the size of a matchbox. His voice filled the room, and Rupert wished not for the first time that they had opted for two separate
  offices. Open plan was all very well when a whole floor of people were involved, but when it was just the two of you, it felt like an unconsummated marriage, sharing a twin-bedded room with someone
  you didnt have sex with. Hideously intimate. When you worked in an office of two hundred people, nobody could hear you on the phone, but now he had to wait for Richard to go out if he wanted
  to make a private call.


  He checked his emails and tried not to listen into Richards conversation. It was easy to look busy in front of a computer. All you had to do was scrunch your face up into a frown and peer
  intently at the monitor, one hand on the mouse, and everyone thought you were super-industrious.


  Staring at the screen, Rupert wished he was at his house in France. He wished he could walk out through his garden, fragrant with lavender and rock roses, push open the high metal gates and make
  his way down the stony track until he reached the village and the Bar des Sports. There he would sit up at the bar, on a stool upholstered with cracked maroon fake leather and drink a
  pression and smoke a Gitane, even though he gave up cigarettes a decade ago. He would order a fat steak frites  saignant, naturally, and a demi of house red.
  After crme caramel and a small, dark coffee in a proper little cup certainly not a Starbucks abomination with an inch-thick rim  he would walk back to the house and stretch out on
  the swing seat in the garden. Although, as it was December, he might prefer to make a fire in the wide stone chimney and lie down on the day bed, reading Rabelais or Baudelaire or Jeffrey Archer
  or the sports section of yesterdays limes that he had picked up in Marseille. That was all he wanted, wasnt it?


  The phone rang, and it was his lunch date, Marie Helene, ringing to cancel because of a breakdown in childcare, they would have to fix another time. Rupert put the phone down and thought what a
  shame it was. She sounded attractive in that breathy, neurotic way of Parisian women, always in a hurry and permanently tense in the face of imminent catastrophe. He could imagine the vein
  throbbing behind the fine skin of her forehead as she gave the failing servant a good old bollocking down the phone. Lovely French girls, lovely Paris, Paris mon Amour.


  So that left him with a free lunchtime. Except there was no such thing when you were creating your own business, time famine being the executives number one enemy. Even so, Rupert felt
  disinclined to tell Richard of his change in plan. Instead, he pulled an envelope out of his briefcase that he had been carrying around for a while. It was a mail shot from the French Institute
   they must have got his address through something to do with his French bank account. It listed details of the winter season of films, and, if he remembered rightly, they often had lunchtime
  screenings. Yes, there it was, today at 1250, A Bout de Souffle, the Godard original of course, and not the jumped-up remake. It was perfect, he wouldnt even need to cancel the taxi;
  instead of dropping him at chez Max, it could go on to South Kensington, and he would be just in time to get a ticket. It was hardly likely to be sold out. Most people had other things to attend to
  during the working day.


Jane often went in for a guilty bout of housework on Friday mornings. Knowing she would soon be sloping off to the pictures, the least she could do was wipe round the kitchen
  beforehand. The problem being that she really had no idea how to go about it. Cleaning was not something she had ever been taught. Her mother had been more interested in encouraging her schoolwork.
  She didnt want her daughters fine mind going to waste on mopping floors.


  She sloshed the mop around the rubber floor then lifted its heavy, drooping head onto the strainer thing that sat on the bucket. Was this correct, or were you supposed to go down on your hands
  and knees with a scrubbing brush, like the kitchen maid in a costume drama? She had once bought something called a Swiffer, a nervy little stick with a flat end to which you were supposed to attach
  disposable cloths. One swiff round the floor and it was all clean, and it could even swivel round to turn corners and climb walls. Jane soon worked out it was for very clean people who used it
  twice daily to supplement the proper operation that was carried out with heavier equipment. In her home, it was like taking a feather duster to a coal face.


  She left the mop leaning against the wall and tiptoed over the sopping wet floor to make herself a coffee. That was another reason she couldnt stand cleaning: you always ended up having
  to change your socks. But she couldnt leave the room right now because she had to stay and listen to Desert Island Discs. Shed just realised the castaway was a girl she used to
  work with who had won acclaim for a slim novel about alienation and then achieved a dazzling marriage to a business tycoon.


  Self-deprecation was the style adopted by most guests on Desert Island Discs, and Fanny Lipman was no exception, undermining her success with a skin-deep veneer of modesty. Jane bent down
  to take a bottle of bleach from the cupboard. She liked the way it worked its mysterious alchemy, removing the brown stains as she poured it round the white sink. The phone rang, and Jane turned
  down the radio to answer it, soaking her socks further as she made the return trip across the film of dirty water that covered the kitchen floor.


  It was Lydia, though as usual she didnt bother to clarify.


  You took a while to answer, so I can tell youre not at your desk. Ill tell you what, I just woke up, in Ruperts fabulous extra-king-size bed, and realised I had a
  free lunch today. Do you fancy meeting up? I rather thought Fifth Floor at Harvey Nicks.


  And I rather think that sounds beyond my budget, said Jane, we cant all be ladies who lunch.


  Ill pay.


  Too busy, Im afraid, Im actually cleaning the kitchen.


  Damn, how did she let that slip out?


  Then I need to get on with my proper work, she added quickly.


  She didnt mention the film at the French Institute. Lydia might want to join her and end up in the next seat, whispering loudly and ruining the atmosphere.


  Cleaning, how very avant-garde of you! You know housework is supposed to be the new gardening, though both are menial beyond belief if you ask me. Arc you wearing a Cath Kidston
  pinny?


  Certainly not, Will wont hear of anything floral in the house. And I dont know how you can compare planting a rose with wiping grease off a cooker. At least I know which
  Id rather be doing.


  That reminded her, she must put her seed order in. It kept her going through the winter to imagine how the garden would look later on, bursts of blue speedwell against the pale yellow verbascum,
  sweet peas running riot through the trellis. She wanted to try nasturtiums this year, pale orange flowers and heart-shaped leaves they could eat in salads. Gardening was so much more rewarding than
  housework.


  Well, if you really cant spare the time, Ill have to look further through my little black book, said Lydia, thinking that maybe shed treat herself to a
  pedicure instead, but Ill see you on Sunday anyway, dont forget Im giving you a lift.


  I wont. Lets hope it wont be too ghastly, suppose its just you and me and Toni? That would look really feeble, like wed just trailed along to get in
  with her.


  Oh buck up, itll be fine. What else would you be doing on a Sunday night, apart from humouring that child of yours? Let her father deal with her for a change while you get out and
  enjoy yourself for once.


  Jane could hear the music had ended and Fanny was speaking again. Quick, turn the radio on, Fanny Lipman is on Desert Island Discs.


  Fanny Lipman! That secretary from your old office?


  Turned lady authoress and multi-millionairess.


  Oh puh-lease. They must be getting desperate to ask her on. Though Lydia had nothing but admiration for the way shed got her claws into Number Ninety-seven on the Sunday
  Times rich list. Ill let you go then.


  Bye.


  Jane returned to her bucket, then decided to call it a day. The useless thing about cleaning was that everything only got dirty again, so what was the point? When you planted a shrub, it stayed
  there for years, growing, changing with the seasons. You had something to show for your efforts. All she would have to show for a gleaming kitchen floor two days later would he more sticky traces
  of fruit juice, bits of blackened carrot peel, rogue seeds escaped from Wills breakfast selection.


  She poured herself a coffee and sat down at the table to listen to Fanny eulogising motherhood. It had transformed her, she said, redeemed her from her selfish existence, and given her a rich
  subject for her writing. Oh yes, thought Jane, turn the whole thing round to glorify yourself, why dont you. And the tycoon had been so supportive, hed made a point of being there
  this time round, having missed out so much on his first family due to pressures of work. Fannys next choice of record was for him: Im looking for someone to change my
  life.


  And what about the tycoons ex-wife in all this? Her life had been changed all right, when her husband left her. Shed probably done the diets and the maintenance work, but there was
  no way a fifty-year-old woman could compete with someone twenty years younger. And did it make the children from his first marriage feel better to know that Dad was making up for the neglect he had
  shown them by drooling like an old fool over the new babies?


  Jane thought about the first time she had met Wills two sons. It was in a pub in Notting Hill, and she had been struck by how close in age they were to her. For a moment it seemed that
  they were three school-leavers out for a drink together, with Will the English teacher on hand to buy them a patronising round of drinks to welcome them to the adult world. Their youthfulness had
  made him seem middle-aged. They were nice to her, though, and she was glad that she had not been the cause of their parents break-up. That honour belonged to her predecessor, long-legged
  Louise, who had been the catalyst to bring the failing marriage to its inevitable conclusion. Or at least thats what Will said, and she had never enquired further.


  Jane opened the doors into the garden and breathed in the sharp air. She liked this time of year, when you could think about your plans for spring planting. Even in a London garden you got the
  exciting, rotting smell of vegetation that had finished sinking down for the winter.


  She went to the bottom of the garden, to a hidden patch on the other side of the shed that she had earmarked for a makeover. It was to become her hot and vulgar garden. Will favoured elegant
  grey and green plants; she had always indulged him with hostas and santolini, white lilies, stern Edwardian specimens that complemented the decor of the house as you looked out of the galleria
  window. All very tasteful. But behind the shed in this little suntrap she was only going to plant bright orange and yellow plants. French marigolds, zinnias, wallflowers, red-hot pokers, black-eyed
  Susan, sunflowers and  Wills particular bugbear  dahlias. She had ordered the naffest ones of all, the sort that looked like artificial pompoms. Next summer, she would lie here
  on a plastic sun-lounger and eat synthetic ice-cream and let her eyes be dazzled.


  The steps of the French Institute were wide and grandiose, backed by a vast Art Deco window with square panes of pale green light. After the film, Jane made her way down the
  staircase, looking at the young man sitting behind the curved reception desk. With his earnest spectacles and cropped hair, he was so authentically New Wave, he could have stepped straight out of
  Godards 1950s Paris.


  Jane looked away and realised that the vision in her left eye had become out of focus. Damn it, she had lost a lens. It happened quite often, and was not a big deal. It just meant you had to
  freeze and very slowly inspect every inch of your clothes and the floor around you. She stood still on the step, and waited for everyone to walk past her so she could take her time and search for
  it properly. It wouldnt take long, there hadnt been many takers for the lunchtime screening.


  After running her fingertips over her face and body, she carefully crouched down and began combing the surface of the step she was standing on, then the one below.


  Can I help you?


  She became aware of a pair of stout black brogues coming to rest a few inches away from her face. She was no expert on mens shoes, but these looked the sort that came with a thirty-year
  guarantee. Above them rose a pair of socks decorated with red and green diamonds. She looked up further and saw they belonged to a large man with kind eyes wearing a blue pinstripe suit. A pair of
  red braces nudged out over one of those stripey shirts with a plain white collar that had just become fashionable again, though he clearly didnt know that. He looked like the last person
  youd expect to run into at an art-house movie. And he had stopped for the sole purpose of helping her. It had been so long since anyone had unexpectedly offered to do something nice for her,
  that Jane felt at a loss.


  Thank you, yes, she said, Ive lost a contact lens.


  Bloody nuisance, arent they? Im always losing mine. He lowered himself beside her and ran a hand across the step with surprising finesse. She noticed he wore big
  cufflinks, another hangover from the yuppie Eighties, and that his tie was decorated with miniature stags heads.


  I cant see it, he said, but in my experience they dont usually get as far as the floor. Let me check your face.


  Still crouching beside her, he put his hands on either side of her head and stared intently, clinically into her eyes. His fingers felt warm and comforting as they pressed against her
  temples.


  Look up . . . now look down. Now try looking to one side. Jane followed his directions, rolling her eyes like a mad woman being exorcised.


  You dont look like someone who wears lenses, she said, treating him to a view of the whites of her eyes as she swivelled the pupils up into her skull.


  How do you mean?


  You dont look vain enough.


  He laughed. Ill take that as a compliment, though I probably shouldnt. and we were reading Lord of the Flies at school. I got fed up with being called Piggy, after
  the one who broke his glasses. You know how cruel kids can be.


  Yes. I got mine because everyone said I looked like Olive from On The Buses.


  Hang on, I can sec it. Right down in the corner. Just hold it there and Ill see if I can nudge it out. He applied the lightest flick with his little finger, and the lense
  dropped out into his palm.


  Jane looked down at it, a fragile semicircle of grey plastic lying in his steady open hand. She licked her finger and picked it up, slotting it hack into her eye.


  They got up and faced each other. He stood head and shoulders above her, but Jane thought the Piggy label was unfair. He was big-boned, that was all, which people sometimes used as a euphemism
  for fat, but in his case it meant just that. Big-boned, with sandy hair and those kind brown eyes.


  Well, that was all a bit Brief Encounter, wasnt it? she said breezily. Or should I say Brve Rencontre, as were in the French
  Institute?


  You speak French?


  Yes, its my job. Im a translator.


  I see.


  He looked genuinely interested. Surely he should be moving on now, he must have a job to go to, dressed like that. You wouldnt bother to put on red braces just to sit in a darkened
  cinema.


  He made no attempt to leave, so Jane felt obliged to carry on talking.


  Do you often go to the cinema? During the day, I mean. On your own?


  Why was she trying to make out he was some kind of pervert? He was only doing the same as her.


  Never. He shook his head. But I had a lunch cancelled and I suddenly just fancied it. A Bout de Souffle is one of my favourite Godards.


  Jane couldnt help smiling at the idea of this ungainly Englishman being a disciple of the French New Wave. He was about as Continental as roast beef and Yorkshire pudding.


  Me too, she said.


  There was a moments pause, then they both began speaking at the same time.


  Well, thanks for your help . . .


  I dont suppose youd like to . . .


  They both stopped and laughed. This was ludicrous, they were like tongue-tied teenagers.


  I was going to suggest that we might . . . have a coffee, said Rupert. To celebrate the lens and its nondisappearance.


  If she said no, that would be that. He would never see her again and life would go on as usual, hed go back to his computer and Richards booming voice across the room. You
  couldnt go organising your life around chance encounters, pretending it was like the movies. He had Lydia, after all, and this woman was nothing special anyway, you might even say she was
  rather plain. He almost hoped shed say no.


  All right, she said.


  It was only because he had been kind to her. Considerate, nice manners, something Will couldnt always be relied on for. It wasnt that she fancied him or anything, good God, hardly!
  Definitely not her type, in fact about as far as you could get from her type. Those awful socks, and the soul-destroying pinstripe suit with the maroon tie, like a caricature city gent, it was a
  miracle he wasnt wearing a bowler hat. What on earth had made her agree? She had to pick up Liberty from school, too. Still, a quick coffee wouldnt do any harm, would it?


  They left the French Institute and crossed Harrington Gardens to walk down Bute Street, a narrow road that pretended it was in Paris, with its French bookshop and patisserie and a caf
  where Jane said they served the best cappuccinos. Le Raison dEtre, it was called, and Rupert wondered aloud as they went in whether they would have to take part in the kind of
  caf philo discussion that the French were so keen on.


  I hope not, laughed Jane, though she thought it might be less embarrassing to have an impersonal debate on a finer point of philosophy than to make small talk with this man whose
  name she didnt even know. What if she bumped into a friend, how on earth would she introduce him? As Piggy? Fancy him telling her that, it hardly cast him in a flattering
  light, but ex-public schoolboys were all like that in her experience. So hung up on their formative years in prep school that they clung to their nicknames. They didnt seem to move on, like
  normal people.


  He pulled out a chair for her and they ordered two regular cappuccinos. Jane realised she hadnt told him her name. Im Jane by the way, she said.


  Plain Jane, he thought. Which she was, sort of, or maybe hers was simply a cleaner, less-made-up look. She didnt look as well groomed as Lydia, with her freckly face, regular, well-spaced
  features and medium colouring. But when he looked at her he felt uneasy and his throat was dry.


  He coughed. Your jacket reminds me of the tablecloth on the kitchen table of my house in France 


  Jane pulled at her sleeve dismissively. Why, this old thing? she said, in a Southern Belle voice, Ive had this since gingham was in fashion last time round.
  Wheres your house?


  Near Marseille.


  How lovely. Do you love it?


  I do.


  They remained silent, contemplating how much he loved his house in France.


  Im sorry, he said eventually, that was a very pretentious thing to say, about my tablecloth. Its just that it really did remind me.


  Its OK.


  She smiled at him. Her smile was nice; open, a bit shy. He smiled back at her.


  I wish I was there now, actually, he said. I was just thinking about it before I went to sec that film.


  Id love to live in France, said Jane. Or Spain. Or deep in the English countryside. Im afraid Im one of those tragic Londoners who dreams constantly of
  escape. My partn some people think its pitiful, like going after some kind of never-never land. What do you think?


  I think youre beautiful.


  I think . . . Its nice to have both. If you can. But its not essential. Home is where the heart is. And other cliches.


  He lightened up. So, tell me about being a translator. It sounds very glamorous. Are you one of those people who sit around talking into headphones at international summits? In those
  conference rooms that look like space labs?


  No, youre thinking of interpreters. Im just a nerdy anorak who works at home on my computer. At the moment Im translating a book about French bridges for an American
  publisher. Im just on the chapter about the Pont de Normandie.


  There, that should put him off. Though strangely enough, he seemed to be gagging for more information. Claimed to have a degree in civil engineering and had a special interest in bridges. She
  could just imagine Will rolling his eyes in mock boredom when she told him. If she told him. He might even lie down on the floor and pretend to go to sleep, which was his favourite jokey response
  to something he found truly, deeply boring.


  But the odd thing was that when she talked to Rupert about bridges, she actually found it interesting. She had got so used to her work being considered unworthy of discussion that she had
  forgotten how absorbing a new subject became when you were working on it. You became an overnight expert, until you moved on to the next book.


  When they had finished their coffee, Jane saw that she had cut it much too fine for the school run and stood up brusquely, quickly pulling on her coat.


  Im sorry, I really must dash, she said. Thanks for the coffee and the lens and everything.


  He followed her out onto the pavement. If he didnt act now, he would never see her again. But what could he do? He couldnt ask her out or anything. He was engaged to Lydia.


  She was running up Bute Street now, on her way to the car park. I quite often go to the Institute on Fridays, she called back to him over her shoulder. Ill definitely
  be there next week. Louis Malle. Au Revoir les Enfants.


  He smiled in relief. Next Friday then. He waved to her, then found himself confronted by an angry waitress. In his confusion he appeared to have done a runner. He tipped her five pounds, and
  went off to find a taxi.


  Jane switched on the engine of the Vauxhall, willing it to stutter into life. She should be just in time for Liberty. Her new friend from the Institute had no idea she had a
  daughter. He knew nothing about her except what she did for a living. And that she liked going alone to the cinema, and would love to leave London if she could. And he would know how it felt to
  cradle her head between his hands on the stairs of the French Institute. She was sure he would be there next week, she was ninety-nine per cent sure of that. She didnt think she would bother
  to mention it to Will. They werent joined at the hip, after all. They werent even married.


  
    
  


  FOUR


  Sunday Brunch at the Bluebird Caf on the Kings Road was Lydias idea, not Ruperts. He couldnt understand why brunch had become so fashionable in
  England, because to his mind it was an American invention best practised in its country of origin. Brunch was perfect in New York. The city was so ugly that you had to spend all your leisure time
  in restaurants. You took refuge from the brown streets by diving into some joint to order sickly combinations of skinny blueberry muffins with bacon and maple syrup and banana smoothies. But in
  London, it didnt really work. It was almost sad to see Brits trying to be like Americans. What happened to a few pints of warm bitter followed by steak and kidney pie? Because brunch was
  only lunch by another name and was always served at lunchtime, in spite of its pretensions to be seen as a late breakfast.


  Lydia shared none of his reservations. She polished off her eggs Benedict with rocket side-salad and ordered another glass of bucks fizz, glancing round with satisfaction at the tables
  filled with successful people pretending to read the Sunday papers. Obviously, they were only pretending, because everyone knows it is impossible to read a broadsheet newspaper over a small table
  laden with glasses and plates, even if the plates did only contain brunch.


  Well, this is the life! she said brightly, raising her glass to her secret fiance who was sitting across the table, looking stout in a pair of jeans that had a horrid ironed crease
  running down the front of the legs. It was the Filipino maid who did them that way, and Rupert couldnt be bothered to instruct her otherwise.


  She lowered her voice and leaned confidentially across to him, to add sotto voce, Bye-bye Balham, hallo Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea, then winked to show Rupert
  she was only joking, that of course she would be marrying him even if he lived in Streatham. Though it was a shame he didnt look more like the Italian at the next table who was right now
  giving her a very dirty look indeed beneath his Enrique Iglesias hair. His jeans were half the width of Ruperts, and seemed to be moulded to his energetic lower body, suggesting that if you
  were to remove them, you would be confronted by a fabulous Renaissance statue in rippling hot bronze. For two seconds she met his eyes to acknowledge that they could have great wild sex together,
  then she turned her attention back to her boyfriend. The good thing about being thirty-seven was that you were grown up. Ten years ago she might have hopped tables, but now she had clearer
  objectives and she was in it for the long term. Rupert stirred two sachets of sugar into his large cappuccino and pulled his navy Guernsey sweater off over his head. Hed had it twenty years
  and it didnt owe him a penny.


  Bloody hot in here, he said, his sandy hair dishevelled and flattened over his pink face that had got pinker with the heat and the Bloody Marys hed ordered to soften the
  effect of last nights dinner party. You seem bright as a button, he added, considering what time you got to bed.


  One of last nights guests had been a food critic, so Lydia had taken care to spend as much money as possible on the ingredients, notching up 13 for a loaf of bread from the bread
  shop on Walton Street, 48 for a fruit tart and an impressive 76 on a piece of organic beef. There had only been one sticky moment, when the food critic had wandered out to the kitchen
  to help her and found her taking the meat out of the oven while wearing a shower cap to keep the smell out of her hair. He had shared his mirth with the other guests, and Lydia had felt foolish,
  swearing never again to stage a party without the help of the sexy Brazilian butler who was listed in this months magazine as the must-have dinner party accessory.


  Rupert had not enjoyed the evening. He had felt like the stooge, the spectre at the feast. Lydia had once told him that the ideal proportions at a dinner were two shouters to five listeners, but
  last night had thrown up six shouters and just one listener, in the form of solid Rupert, the banker, who had singularly failed to sing for his supper, though at least he was paying for it. Bored
  by the conversation, he had sloped off to bed as early as possible to watch the end of Parkinson. From down the corridor he could hear the squealing laughter of what sounded like Lydia
  multiplied by six. Or rather, six times the worst part of Lydia, which didnt take into account her many redeeming qualities.


  And now, the morning after, Rupert looked across the table of the Bluebird Caf for evidence of those redeeming qualities. He was partially reassured. Lydia looked terrific, and he was
  not a high-minded hypocrite who pretended that looks didnt matter. Her rich auburn hair was a more intense version of his own reddish blond, and he hoped that any children they had would
  inherit it. She had the kind of sex appeal that turned heads. Even now he was aware of that good-looking chap at the next table giving her the eye. He liked that, it made him feel he was getting
  better than he deserved, better than the tubby, good-natured wife with a Sloaney moon-face that you might expect him to have by his side.


  What do you want to do today, Lyd? he asked. Shall we go and look at the mummies in the British Museum?


  There was something about Sundays in London that made him restless. You needed to go somewhere, feel you had done something, otherwise they could be strangely unsatisfying. He would rather be
  pottering around his country estate, but that was let out. Or else hed like to be planting some English roses in front of his house in France, but it was too far to go for a weekend.


  Lydia rolled her eyes. Theres many a poor bespectacled sod, she quoted at him, Prefers the British Museum to God. Varied couplets. W. H.
  Auden.


  And she was well read, too. Mustnt forget that on the plus side.


  Shall we do God instead, then, he asked with a smile, score a lew churches?


  Lydia made a yawning gesture, patting her hand prettily in front of her mouth. Darling, you surely know by now that I infinitely prefer Mammon, and luckily for me, Sunday is now just
  another shopping day.


  She whipped the scarlet notebook out of her handbag and his heart sank, He hadnt noticed her pick it up on their way out of the flat.


  I want to take you round a few interiors shops. Get a feel for how you see the refurb.


  Rupert sat back sulkily, and Lydia noticed how he got a heavy jowly look when he didnt get his way.


  Ive told you, Lydia, he said, I really dont mind. I leave it entirely to you, as long as I get to keep the sofa. But please dont make me join in. Especially not on a Sunday.
  Cant we enjoy ourselves instead?


  But we are enjoying ourselves. Making plans. Nestbuilding, showing the world how we see our lives showcased. I dont need to tell you that interior design is the new sex.


  Whats wrong with the old sex? asked Rupert. Stood us in good stead for thousands of years, hasnt it?


  The Italian at the next table looked up again, his nostrils flaring at the mention of sex: he could clearly smell it at five hundred metres.


  Fine, if youd like us all to still be sitting around in caves. If we dont care about how our homes look, we might as well sweep away centuries of civilisation.


  Rupert sighed and called for the bill. All right then, but just for an hour. Then I want to go home and watch the match.


  Fair enough. Anyway, Im off to that school reunion later, so youll be able to slob out in front of the telly as much as you want. Now, my theme for this afternoons
  tour is that Colour is Back. Im thinking of a move away from post-minimalism. Im thinking eclectic, creative rejection of global blandness.


  She struck an earnest pose and Rupert laughed in spite of himself.


  And I am thinking that it all sounds deeply boring, he said, pulling out his wallet.


  Just for one hour, she pleaded. How bad can it be?


  As they stood to leave, the Italian watched Lydias legs unfold with undisguised lust. Rupert pulled his sweater back on, a sweater better suited to a hearty stroll on the moors than an
  afternoon mincing round Designers Guild and William Yeoward. A fine weekend this had been. Saturday night listening to fashionable people talking about how your bag shouldnt match your shoes
  any more as that was too obvious, and Sunday afternoon being patronised by designer shop staff. Then back to the office on Monday to a job he had come to hate, though he couldnt admit that
  to anyone, least of all to Lydia.


  It seemed to him that the week ahead held just one ray of hope, and that was the near certainty that he would see Jane again at the Friday afternoon screening of Au Revoir Les Enfants.
  He held that knowledge secretly inside him, like a tiny unseen torch, too fragile to be exposed to risk of extinction.


  Later that afternoon Jane was hurriedly clearing away the lunch things while trying to explain to Will about Libertys homework.


  Where is she supposed to write it? he said irritably. Where? I cant see.


  Its not exactly rocket science, she said, just there, on the facing page. She knows, anyway, dont you, Liberty?


  Liberty shrugged. She was offended that Jane was deserting her on a Sunday evening, but not as offended as Will was.


  I do think you could have done this earlier, he said. Youve had all weekend to do it, but oh no, you have to wait until the eleventh hour so muggins here has to step
  into the breach.


  You would have thought she was asking him to write a fifty-page thesis instead of oversee six elementary sums. Pressed for time, Jane decided to resort to flattery.


  Come on, Will, you know youre so much better at it than me. liberty takes notice of you when you put your foot down. Dont you, Liberty?


  The child shrugged again. It seemed they were both determined to stay in a huff.


  There goes the doorbell, said Jane, relieved to know shed soon be out of it.


  Lydia swept into the kitchen in killer heels and a cloud of perfume. Im parked at the end of the road, she announced, lets hope no-one nicks my car. You are
  so brave to live round here, it would scare me shitless. Hallo, Will. She kissed him on both checks, then stepped back so he could give her the once-over.


  He dropped the exercise book on the table; he had to admit she looked pretty damn hot. I hear its Chelsea for you these days, he said. Fat chance of witnessing a
  crime there, unless you count living off a trust fund as a crime against humanity.


  Im not living there yet, she said, but lets just say the wheels are in motion. How are you anyway, good weekend?


  Not really, he replied. Look at me, left here holding the baby.


  Im not a baby! Liberty scowled up at him.


  He patted her shoulder. I know, sweetheart, its a figure of speech. No, Lydia, its been a crap weekend to be honest. We had dinner last night with these vegetarian friends
  of Janes who served wine with plastic corks and let their four-year-old crawl round our feet all evening, wearing a cloth nappy.


  I dont know, all you young families saving the planet, said Lydia. You make me feel so decadent. All Ive got to worry about is my own pleasure.


  Will scowled at her, remembering when her pleasure used to be his pleasure.


  Wed better go, said Jane.


  Hes still quite prickly, isnt he? said Lydia as they drove off. I mean that as a good thing. He hasnt gone all boring and domestic
  like most men do once theyve got a kid. Mind you, hes been there before.


  Yes, Jane looked out the window, though I do sometimes wonder, seeing the way he treats Liberty. You feel hes never spoken to a child before, let alone brought up two
  sons.


  Lydia I was surprised to hear Jane admit that Will might be a less than perfect father. She would usually never hear a word against him, always insisting he was an all-round wonderful person.
  That was partly why Lydia had decided to seduce him all those years ago, just for the satisfaction of proving her wrong.


  So what do you think? she said. Via the Mile End Road or Islington, whats the best way to get there? Its been so long, I really cant
  remember.


  Whatever, said Jane, holding up her fingers and thumbs in the shape of a W, the way Liberty did, youre the driver.


  She settled back to enjoy the ride and moved her thoughts away from her family to focus on the night ahead. Im looking forward to this, in a grotesque way, she said.


It was good to break the routine, do something different. She and Lydia ran through all their friends from school, wondering who might be there tonight. They agreed it was bound to be the more
  dreary ones who turned up.


  It is a bit tragic, after all, said Jane. Im only going because you made me. Id hate anyone to think I really wanted to go.


  Thats typical of you, said Lydia. You always worry what people will think. I dont, I just do what I want.


  The lights were glittering on the London Eye as they drove along the Embankment, and a ghostly blue light showed off the new footbridge. London was spectacular these days, like a drab woman who
  had put on a party dress. Jane looked across the river at the Festival Hall and the National Film Theatre beside it. Only five more days, she thought, and shed be off to the cinema again. He
  was bound to be there. She folded her arms and thought about him, how little she knew about him. What was he doing now? Was he sitting alone in a darkened room, thinking about her? Out at a pub
  with his friends? Or watching television with his children  he could be married, for all she knew. But then again it was none of her business, really.


  The school hall looked smaller than Jane recalled, and the walls were still hung with portraits of the great composers. Jane remembered staring at them during morning assembly,
  whiling away the tedious minutes, lime dragged endlessly when you were young, you spent hours feeling bored, waiting for something to happen. Then suddenly you were grown up and there werent
  enough hours in the day.


  At the far end of the hall a small group of middle-aged people were standing in front of a trestle table, holding paper cups of wine. Janes first instinct was to turn around and walk
  straight out.


  Lets go now, Jane whispered to Lydia, pretend weve left something in the car, quick.


  Dont be absurd.


  And Lydia made her entrance, heading for an apologetic-looking man who was passing round a howl of Twiglets.


  Jane ducked in behind her.


  Peter Griggs! said Lydia. Id know you anywhere, youve still got the same glasses!


  They exchanged life stories, though Peters didnt take too long. Solicitor, stayed local, two kids. By comparison, Lydia presented hers as a richly embroidered tapestry, albeit with
  one or two embellishments that Jane knew were not entirely true.


  Gosh, you make me sound really boring! he said.


  No! said Lydia unconvincingly, looking round For an escape route. You remember Jane, dont you? Oh my God, theres Steven May!


  She slipped away to talk to a thick-set man who was still handsome, though grown jowly. Steven May, Jane thought with a jolt, my very first boyfriend. The love of her life, or so she had
  thought, until that Christmas party when Lydia had slow-danced with him to Careless Whisper. She looked away over Peters other shoulder and saw two women who looked familiar, class
  swots who had now fulfilled their early promise of dowdiness. In spite of her reservations, it was comforting to be with people you hadnt seen for twenty years. It was like an old film,
  comically rewound to show the figures running backwards to their starting positions.


  Peter Criggs seemed delighted by the whole affair. Im surprised I havent seen you at one of these before, he said. This is my tenth, its always a
  marvellous evening.


  Thank goodness I got away, thought Jane. The thought of living round the corner, never missing a reunion, was enough to provoke a panic attack of claustrophobia. Life was a journey, after all,
  you had to move on or youd end up stagnating in the corner of the school hall with the likes of Peter Criggs.


  Youre not married then? he was saying, nodding at her empty ring linger.


  No, well, I live with someone. Same difference really. What about you?


  Fifteen years. We had a weekend to Rome to celebrate, it was wonderful, we got our flights for forty-eight pounds, and stayed in a marvellous hotel . . .


  Jane listened to him detailing the itinerary and thanked her lucky stars for Will. At least she didnt need to come out to functions like this to brag about her life. Peter was going on
  about his children now, how well they were doing. As if I care, thought Jane. Next thing hed be bringing out their school reports to show her.


  Will you excuse me? she said. I must just go and say hallo to Toni Vincent.


  She made a break for it and cornered Toni, feeling the need to talk to someone who didnt think that life began and ended off the North Circular.


  Hi, Toni, do you remember me?


  Toni frowned slightly.


  I was goal defence to your goalkeeper in the netball team. Shed never thought shed be using that line, but at least it put her on the map for Toni.


  Of course, how are you? What are you up to now?


  Im a translator.


  Thats right, I remember you being good at languages. Hang on, though, didnt you use to write for one of our magazines?


  For a bit, but I went over to translating. Only room for one writer in a relationship. I think you know my partner, actually. Will Thacker, he does stuff for you occasionally


  Tonis eyes widened in respect. Oh, gosh, so youre Mrs Thacker.


  Were not actually married.


  Well, rather you than me. I must say hes a brilliant writer but he must be hell to live with, Id have thought.


  Jane felt herself colouring. Not really, no, hes terribly easy . . . she groped for words . . . I mean, obviously he can be quite demanding . . .


  Demanding is putting it mildly, Id have thought. Still, you look good on it. Toni cast her hand round the room. Isnt this hilarious? Were doing a piece
  on school reunions so I thought Id put in a little research. She smiled at Jane. Lets have lunch, she said. Maybe I could lure you back to do something for
  us. Dont bring Will, though, otherwise we wont get a word in edgeways.


  All right, great, said Jane, still a bit put out by her remarks about Will, but flattered by the suggestion.


  You and Will have got kids, havent you? Toni asked.


  One daughter.


  Ive got two, just gone off to boarding school. Fantastic arrangement, they love it, come home at weekends, means I can work late all week without feeling bad, you should think
  about it.


  For a brief moment, Jane thought it did sound like a very good idea. The tantalising carrot of all those free evenings, release from the bedtime routine. Then she remembered she didnt
  approve of boarding school. I couldnt do that, she said, Id feel terrible. Ive always thought that having a child away from home would be like adopting an
  animal in London Zoo.


  Toni snorted. Like a chimpanzee, you mean? Its not that bad, you still see them at the weekends. And you shouldnt exaggerate the mother thing. Shell grow up before
  you know it, and youve got to think where thatll leave you.


  Thats exactly why you have to make the most of it, said Jane. Id hate to think I hadnt made her childhood as happy as it could be.


  Toni shrugged. I do think its a bit of a trap, this business of putting the children first all the time. You arent necessarily doing them a favour by making them feel
  theyre the centre of the universe. They think that anyway.


  Its all right for you to say that, thought Jane. She remembered going to Tonis birthday party, in her large and messy house, surrounded by brothers and sisters, her parents happily
  sitting hack and letting them run riot. How she had envied her that casual freedom, a normal family with two parents.


  Jane was ten when her parents divorced. Nobody spoke of single-parent families then, they were still a rarity. When her father walked out, her mother had taken to her bed for several weeks. Jane
  remembered making breakfast for her one morning, setting out the tea and toast then carrying the tray carefully up the stairs until she tripped and sent the lot flying. Normally her mother would
  have been straight there, cleaning it up and telling her it didnt matter, but this time she just stayed in bed. So Jane had fetched a bowl of water herself, scrubbing at the stair carpet,
  hot tears running down her checks. The next time her father came to visit, she lay down in the road in front of his car so he couldnt drive away. He didnt come again after that.


  This was why she was so adamant that she and Will should always stay together. She would do anything to shield Liberty from that kind of pain.


  Lydia appeared between them. Oh my God, isnt this just a riot? Steven May, can you believe I ever went out with him, although of course he used to be considered quite a catch, his
  dad owned that garage. She frowned at Jane, trying to remember. Didnt you have a thing with him at some point?


  Jane stared at her in disbelief. Could her memory really be that selective? I went out with him for three years until you stole him off me, she said indignantly, Im
  still not over it, you know!


  Lydia had the grace to look slightly guilty. Oh dear, so I did, Id quite forgotten. How brutal we were then.


  No, you were brutal, the rest of us just picked up the pieces, said Jane. She could laugh about it now, but it wasnt so funny then. She had spent many happy evenings at his
  house where his mother cheerfully administered to the needs of her three sons. His father would come in after work and sit benignly in the bosom of his family. He had a bald head with a crown of
  hair, like the picture on the Daddys Sauce bottle. When Steven went off with Lydia, his mother told Jane hed made a big mistake, didnt know what he was throwing away.


  He was coming up to talk to her now that Toni and Lydia had drifted off into conversation about magazines. She remembered his walk; it had a cocky lift to it that was still appealing.
  Shed tried so hard to get him back  it was humiliating to think of it, the tears, the begging, the eventual acceptance of his rejection. She had refused to speak to Lydia for
  two years, which was childish of her, and difficult, too, with their mothers being so close.


  Hallo stranger, he said, fancy seeing you here.


  She laughed, relieved that he no longer had the same effect on her. Clad to see your pick-up lines havent moved on. Its good to see you, Steven.


  Likewise He smiled at her. His eyes hadnt lost their twinkle, at least. Brings it all hack, doesnt it?


  Yes, though Im not sure how much of a good thing that is . . . Anyway, hows business? Did you take over the garage?


  Certainly did. As you can see, Im as predictable as ever. You would have got bored with me, you were too clever for me by half.


  He wanted her forgiveness.


  Im not sure about that, she said, but youre right, it wouldnt have worked out.


  He smiled in relief. You look fantastic, he said, then lowered his voice to a whisper. Youve aged better than Lydia, to be honest.


  Thats nice of you, but you know its not true.


  I mean it! So tell me, whos the lucky fellow?


  Hes a writer, actually . . . And she was off down the familiar track, giving a mouth-watering account of her fascinating partner, her gorgeous daughter, the perfect
  life/work balance she had worked so hard to achieve. But her version of the ideal life was slightly lost on Steven.


  Shepherds Bush, thats a bit rough, isnt it? he said in suburban concern. Still, I hope he treats you right. You deserve it.


  He treats me just fine, she said quickly. Shall we get another drink?


  On the way home Jane thought about Steven May and his life at the garage. He had a wife and four children  he said his wife had always wanted four because everything
  came in packets of six so five was a stupid number to make a picnic for. Jane imagined them on happy family days out, a giant coolbox in the back of the people carrier, packets of jam tarts being
  shared out on a blanket on the sand. He was so certain about everything, whereas she seemed to live in a fog of doubt these days, constantly wondering if she might be barking up the wrong tree.


  They were on the Mile End Road now, and Lydia had put on Donna Summer at full volume. I remember driving down this road with Steven May in his Trevor Seven, she said, tapping the
  wheel in time to the music and putting on a sexy pout for the benefit of the car that had drawn up alongside them at the lights. We were on our way to Stringfellows. God we thought we
  were sophisticated, we thought we were just it. Isnt it funny how you move on. Though thank the lord we do.


  I wish youd shut up about Steven May, Jane said. He was my boyfriend first, you know. Though he never took me up the West End; his idea of a night out with me was a
  quiet drink in a pub in Epping Forest.


  Here we are, said Lydia as they drew up outside Janes house. Good fun, wasnt it. Are you glad you came?


  Yes, said Jane, I really am. Thanks for the lift.


  Bit of a boost, isnt it, seeing all those boys who clearly still fancy us. Good to know that Peter Griggs is always there for me if all else fails.


  Good old Lydia, she always liked to keep her options open.


  I thought you were spoken for these days? Jane commented.


  Indeed, youll get to meet him at the party. Did I tell you were going to South America for Christmas? She smiled her dazzling smile. See you then.


  And she was off.


  The house seemed cold and pretentious when Jane let herself in. That concrete staircase was a big mistake, she should never have allowed Will to talk her into it. She climbed
  up its minimalist treads, past the galleria and into the bathroom where the green glass washbasin mocked her, perched like a mixing bowl on its limestone base. Who did she think she was, living in
  this monument to cutting-edge urban design?


  She slipped into bed and thought about Steven May, so confident about his life. Whereas it seemed that the older she got, the less certain she became about things, a kind of reversal of wisdom.
  If she was honest, there were only two things she felt sure about right now. First of all, she loved her daughter to death. And secondly, she was looking forward to her Friday cinema trip with a
  sense of anticipation that was way beyond the reasonable. And which had entirely to do with the prospect of bumping into her new friend in the foyer of the French Institute.


  
    
  


  FIVE


  On a filthy December night, the best place to be was holed up at home with a ready meal and a bottle of wine. This was Ruperts thought as he made his way through the
  rain down the Kings Road, towards his favourite source of comfort food. Hed had a horrible day at work and stepping into Marks and Spencer was like coming home to mother. Not his own chilly,
  spiky mother, but the mother he would have liked to have had. Quiet racks of ordinary clothes, blouses and trousers of the type worn by normal women, giving way to pretty underwear, cosmetics and
  flowers before you arrived at the shelves of easy-to-cat food. No effort required, microwave packs, heaven forbid that you should have to cut the ends off your own green beans. The only burden lay
  in deciding between Italian and Thai, gravad lax or sushi.


  Rupert opted for beef casserole with dumplings, a smoked-salmon starter and treacle sponge, plus a lump of blue Stilton and a bottle of claret. It was the kind of meal he used to dream of when
  he lived in New York. There, you could get any food you fancied delivered to your door, but then you still had to be on your toes with the cash and the tip and the obligatory pally exchanges with
  the delivery boy. It was nothing like the anonymous experience of shuffling round M&S with a wire basket, hovering over the Chinese Meal for Two as you projected the TV evening ahead. Britain
  was without doubt the cosiest country in the world.


  Ruperts quiet night in was going to be spent alone, and he was looking forward to it. Lydia usually slept at her own place on Thursdays, which meant Rupert could do exactly as he pleased.
  He needed to take advantage of this luxury while he could. Very soon he would be entering the compromise and shared decisions of marriage, and in some respects he wasnt at all sure he was
  ready for it.


  He wandered out of the food section and into mens underwear where he selected a three-pack of black socks which he placed in his basket on top of his dinner. Some men stopped buying their
  own clothes once they were married. Their wives picked out their pants and advised them on which suits to buy. He knew Lydia was already chomping at the bit to give his wardrobe a thorough
  overhaul.


  The girl at the till filled a carrier bag with his meal and socks and took his bank card. Would you like any cash back? she trilled.


  Yes, fifty pounds please.


  It amused him, this little ritual that took playing at shop to ridiculous lengths. Mr Brown went to town and he bought: beef and dumplings, sticky treacle pudding, three pairs of socks and fifty
  pounds. The first time someone had asked him if he wanted cash back, he thought he had won some kind of lottery, as though Britain had become a benevolent spoon-feeder during his years abroad,
  dishing out bonuses to random supermarket customers.


  Back at the flat, Rupert went to the bedroom to take off his shoes and put on his favourite pair of slippers. Lydia couldnt stand them, she especially hated the nylon
  fur all flattened and brown around the edges, and the green and red plaid. She said they reminded her of Rupert the Bear, whereas she much preferred Rupert the hereditary peer. He saw she was
  right. It was what he had wanted when he proposed, for Lydia to bring up his standards and make him a more acceptable person. But he still enjoyed the chance to slob out when given a chance.


  He hung up his jacket in the wardrobe and pulled on his old sweater, dressing the part for a night in with himself. In the kitchen, he poured himself a glass of wine and went through the post.
  It was a relief to open the envelopes in his own time, without Lydia chivvying him along, and he was particularly pleased to find the Beales list had arrived. He added it to the pile of favourite
  nursery catalogues he kept beside the phone then took them all through to the sitting room to make his final choice. He was planning to order some roses for his garden in France and even the names
  soothed him: damask roses, Bourbons, the thornless Zephirine Drouhin, Felicite and Perpetue, Roseraie de IHay, Perla de Montserrat, Mme. Isaac Pereire. It was like inviting a bevy of ghostly
  ladies to beautify your life, to come and lay their gracious white arms around your troubled soul. He couldnt show any interest in Lydias refurbishment of the flat, but the plans for
  his garden were on a different level altogether. They spoke of passion and release, conjuring up a paradise of perfume and soft velvet petals and sunshine.


  If he was a rose breeder, he could make one up called Jane. It would have apricot buds opening up into creamy buff petals. How many times had he run through their conversation in his head. Jane
  had said she dreamed of escape, and he imagined them leaving together, driving down to Dover in a Citroen 2CV, with nothing but a boot full of Austin roses and just the clothes they stood up in.
  They would catch the ferry and drive slowly through France, avoiding the autoroutes, taking the minor roads, stopping for lunch to eat tripe  la mode tie Caen or horse casserole at
  roadside cafs with plastic tablecloths and lace curtains. When they arrived at his house in Provence, they would plant the roses and then . . . And then his imagination ran out. He
  didnt know this woman, he had no idea who she was, and no idea why he was placing her at the centre of his fantasy. But he did know he would be seeing her tomorrow, and that fact was
  exciting enough to make him almost lose his appetite.


  Almost, but not quite. He filled out the order form for Beales nurseries and returned to the kitchen to prepare his supper. Setting out the smoked salmon on a plate with a garnish of rocket,
  programming the microwave to heat the beef casserole. He took pleasure in his solitude: like a condemned man, he had the exquisite sense that each meal taken alone could he his last. The chair
  opposite him was blissfully, silently empty. Tomorrow it would be occupied by Lydia, noisily updating him on the plans for their party, pulling out a few more brochures of wedding venues. He should
  be glad at that thought, but he wasnt.


  Rupert knew he didnt want to turn into a sad old bloke living alone, but the fact was he enjoyed his own company. There was a quiet satisfaction in finding your own space after a
  gruelling day at the office. Padding from room to room in your old slippers without being upbraided for being an old slouch. Freed of the obligation to make small talk. But then again, it was time
  he got married, otherwise people would start to think he was a bit of a pervert. If you got past forty without being married, everyone assumed there was something wrong with you. If you were a
  woman, it was because you were a hard-nosed bitch concentrating on your career, but if you were a man it was because you were unnaturally close to your mother, or commitment-phobic, or gay, or all
  three.


  Maybe it was the power of thought, for as he was contemplating the need for marriage, the phone rang and it was Lydia.


  Darling, I just had a thought, we must get our jabs done for the holiday. Can you meet at the hospital tomorrow lunchtime? Youre supposed to have it done three weeks before you go,
  otherwise youll be done for by a tsetse fly the moment you arrive.


  Tomorrow lunchtime? Had she no idea how entirely impossible that was? It was on the tip of Ruperts tongue to explain why, to tell her that tomorrow lunchtime was to be the high point of
  his week, when he realised how out of order it would be. He was building his entire week around the chance of meeting a woman he barely knew, and he was about to share that with his fiancee.


  Not tomorrow, Lyd, he said, Ive got a work lunch.


  It was the first time hed ever lied to her, and it made him feel bad.


  Lydia hung up on Rupert and sank back into the foaming water of her scroll-topped cast-iron bath. The bathroom was the best thing about her Balham flat. It was so Eighties
  retro, she had laughed aloud when the estate agent had opened the door to show it to her. All fake Victoriana, gnarly gold taps, ruched blinds and dangling lavatory chain, with the bath tub
  floating like a stately galleon in the middle of the room. It took up nearly half the flat and was the only part of it she would be sorry to leave behind.


  She slipped her hips forward and let her head fall backwards, running her hands through her wet hair to rinse out the seaweed conditioner. The movement caused the water to slop over the edge of
  the bath, drenching the carpet, but Lydia didnt care. If her landlord had been stupid enough to cover the bathroom floor with a wool carpet, he only had himself to blame if it
  disintegrated.


  A pile of holiday brochures was lined up beside the phone on a bow-legged velvet stool that stood next to the bath tub. They were all for spa holidays, though Lydia didnt use that word
  any more. Last year it was OK to talk about going to a spa; this year you had to say you were going on a retreat. Not that the brochures had caught up with this yet, they werent nearly as
  ahead of the game as Lydia was. She wiped the water from her eyes and picked up her current favourite, which claimed that regular spa visits were essential if you were to achieve balance of mind
  and body. It implied that if you didnt spend two grand on a trip to a luxury health farm in the Indian Ocean, you would fail to achieve this balance, and therefore presumably end up in a
  mental hospital.


  Personally, Lydia didnt buy into all that nonsense about our lives being so stressful. Stress was when you didnt know where your next meal was coming from. Stress was worrying
  about not having the money to pay the rent. It sure as hell didnt equate with overpaid people tossing up between a yogic Thai massage and a honey-and-sesame wrap. Where did it come from,
  this idea that we were all so hard-done-by that we deserved narcissistic self-pampering? But still, in her business, she owed it to herself to look her best. She was planning to spend a week on a
  retreat before the wedding, to make sure she looked truly fabulous. It wasnt so much a de-stressing exercise as an act of self-congratulation. A little well done me present, to
  celebrate her success in pinning down lovely Rupert and his even lovelier  for she was nothing if not honest!  big fat fortune.


  The choice had been narrowed down to two. She was torn between the Banyan Tree in the Maldives where you were pummelled in your own private tropical garden surrounded by high walls, and Ananda
  in India where they went in for those Ayurvedic treatments inspired by the Hindu monkey god. Lydia loved all the eastern religions, especially Buddhism and Kabhaluh Judaism. So much sexier than
  drab old Christianity, though perhaps that would become the next big thing: hair shirts and scrimping and saving and not coveting your neighbours wife and those appalling fish stickers all
  over the family saloon.


  She flicked from the Jacuzzi Ocean Villas of the Banyan Tree to the majestic turrets of Ananda. When she read that the Moorish palace was still home to a living maharajah, her mind was made up.
  Even if the treatments were a load of quackery, everyone knew you couldnt visit India without getting dysentery and losing half a stone, so any which way she would be the winner. She pulled
  the plug and stood up in the bath, like Botticellis Venus in a giant shell, her auburn hair slapping wetly over her shoulder. The water pooled sluggishly round her calves. She should really
  clear the drains, but then again it was hardly worth it, shed be moving out soon.


  She stepped out of the bath and wrapped a towel round her body, picking up her hairbrush and standing before the full-length oval mirror. Free-standing and tilting awkwardly on its axis, it took
  up too much space, and made Lydia impatient for the sleek wet room she would be installing in Ruperts apartment, which would be far more suitable for her home spa treatments. She frowned as
  she brushed her hair and thought about one detail she had overlooked. Where were she and Rupert to live while the work was being carried out? It would have to be nearby, so she could supervise
  things. She rather favoured the Sloane Court Hotel, just up the road. It would be nice to be waited on and shed have enough on her plate what with work and the renovation. The last thing
  shed want to do was go home to a rented flat and fix Ruperts dinner. No, the hotel was the answer, and she just hoped Rupert wasnt going to be a tight-wad about it.


  He was OK about money, though, she had to give him that. But she knew too many cases of girls marrying generous men who turned overnight into parsimonious old miseries. It was as if they were
  programmed to spend to attract a mate, and then the moment the cat was in the bag it was zip tight and batten down the hatches. She threw the hairbrush down on the vanity unit, which boasted soppy
  his n hers floral-motif washbasins. The his basin remained unused: Rupert had never spent the night in Balham, she didnt want him growing to like
  the area and suggesting they move there instead of Chelsea.


  She slowly unwound the towel from her body and reached for the body lotion that cost 75 a bottle, but in her case had been a freebie from the magazine. Soon she wouldnt have to
  rely on handouts, she would be able to go to Harvey Nicks and just buy whatever she fancied. She didnt love money for its own sake, she wouldnt say she was greedy, but it did make
  life so much more enjoyable. Knowing that she was marrying into the Beauval-Tench fortune meant she could relax, sit back and just enjoy the ride. You could hardly blame her for feeling pleased
  with herself.


  For this was what we had come to, wasnt it? Religion was over, except insofar as it related to spa treatments. Guilt was finished: you no longer owed anyone anything, that was what
  therapy taught us. All that remained was a long luxurious journey into self-discovery, and the more sumptuous the journey, the more richness and colour and five-star hotels you could cram in on the
  way, the better you could say your life had been. And Lydia had every intention of making sure that hers would be a first-class Ananda-type experience.


  In the foyer of the National Theatre, Jane sipped her gin and tonic and waited for Will. He was bringing a friend along for tonights performance, an arrogant hippy from
  Wales who never washed. He came to stay once a year and Jane kept a special set of sheets for him that she laundered separately at a very high temperature.


  She sat back to enjoy the sight of the middle classes at play, eating salad while listening to the pre-theatre jazz, band. Three young men were playing that vague kind of music that
  doesnt bother with a tune, the sort that people listened to in the early Sixties, tapping their Hush Puppies in a fug of Woodbine smoke. You could see people looking pleased to have signed
  up for Tom Stoppards new play to then find they got a bit of free jazz thrown in. There is nothing the British public likes better than a bargain.


  Five minutes to go and still no sign of them, though there was no shortage of middle-aged men. Glasses and grey hair everywhere, as youd expect at a play dealing with Shelling, Kant and
  Hegel. It wasnt exactly rock and roll. But that was the beauty of the theatre, it made you feel like a bright young thing, unlike at the cinema where too many people were under thirty.
  Exeept for the French Institute, where cinephiles came in all ages. Shed be there tomorrow. With or without her Brief Encounter hero. Only one more day to go.


  She was just wondering whether to get herself another drink when she saw them coming towards her. Two old blokes with ponytails, she thought in a disloyal shock of recognition, before reassuring
  herself. Will had an elegant air of success, while his college friend looked like the loser he was. He had several degrees and lived on the dole in North Wales, having turned his back on working in
  favour of what he and Stendhal termed the tender sensations.


  Will kissed her on both cheeks and Jane was glad that Phil made no attempt to greet her beyond a brief nod.


  Im looking forward to this, arent you, Phil? asked Jane, deciding she had better make an effort. The reviews have been pretty good on the whole.


  Phil gave her a pitying smile. I never read reviews, I prefer to make my own mind up. You cant trust critics, no point expecting an honest opinion from people who are in the
  pockets of newspaper proprietors.


  No, of course not, Jane said. Horrible capitalists. Shall we go up?


  As the curtain went up, Jane was glad it was Stoppard and not Shakespeare. There was nothing worse than sitting through one of those so-called comedies and hearing the audience show off by
  laughing at jokes that werent funny. Twas not a . . . twas a pricket Cue howls of phoney laughter. Any allusion to the horns of a cuckold and the house
  would be rocking in their seats to prove they understood the significance of sixteenth-century humour. Stoppard was much safer, particularly a new play where few could claim to know the lines.


  After the performance, they made their way slowly down the wide stairs as Phil and Will dissected the play in loud detail.


  Im surprised that Stoppard shows so little understanding of deconstruction, complained Phil, considering he was arguably the first postmodernist.


  Jane dropped hack in the crowd and pretended she wasnt with them.


  Im more staggered by his failure to treat Bakunin as a thinker, said Will. Its well-known that he could have been just as tyrannical as Marx.


  But surely you see that Stoppard is afraid of Bakunin?


  They stepped outside to face the rain driving in from the west, streaking the concrete faade of the theatre. After three decades of ridicule, concrete was back, but it still looked
  rubbish in wet weather. Will and Phil went ahead, walking in step, ponytails nodding. They cut up the stairs to Waterloo Bridge and waited for Jane while they completed their critique.


  Of course there are interesting parallels between Tsarist Russia and Blairs Britain, Phil was saying, but if youre looking for brilliant absurdist fun with
  bio-dramas, Id stick with Lenin and Joyce in Travesties.


  They stopped talking as Jane caught them up and Will hailed a taxi. They were going to The Ivy, which wasnt wildly convenient for the South Bank but that wasnt the point. Ordinary
  people couldnt get a table at The Ivy which was enough to ensure it was always fully hooked by those who could.


  The taxi cut through Covent Garden up to Soho and Jane stared out of the window at the young people laughing on the streets, in groups and couples, all enjoying a night out. They looked so
  carefree she felt like jumping out of the taxi right now and joining them.


  At the restaurant, Will led the way in, nodding at one or two people he knew. Jane clocked Graham Norton on one table and wasnt that Joan Collins over there? There was also a table of
  dull-looking young men in suits, which brought into question the whole exclusive booking policy.


  Wills easy manner with the matre d evaporated when they were shown to a small table at the back of the bar.


  Im surprised at you, Will, said Phil, once they had been moved into the main room, making such a fuss about a table. I cant remember ever seeing you so worked
  up about anything.


  Jane was surprised to hear him say something sensible at last. It did seem an awful lot of bother to go to for a dish of pasta. Then again, worrying about the little things was a useful
  distraction from big, scary questions. Dont sweat the small stuff, wasnt that the message from one of those dreadful self-help books? Bad advice. Do sweat the small stuff, it will
  stop you worrying yourself sick about the big stuff. Jane glanced across the table at Will and quickly turned her attention to the menu. She didnt like the way her thoughts were going.


  Ill take the gnocchi with gorgonzola, said Will. His eyes were all over the room, making sure he hadnt missed any opportunities.


  Will, how ya doin? A man with droopy jeans stopped by their table and punched fists with Will as a sign of respeck, in that way white people did in imitation
  of their cooler black counterparts. Jane believed they were known as wiggers.


  Im good, said Will, which was the required response to that American style of greeting, even when it was between two English ex-public schoolboys.


  Hot new TV producer, Will bragged, as the man slouched off to the loo, but nobody was listening. Phil was busy ordering the faux working-class fish cakes, and Jane was choosing a
  salad. She was never hungry this late, she would rather be at home, reading in bed or watching repeats of Sex and the City.


  While they waited for their food, Will turned the conversation back to Stoppard. I do think its a mistake to get too hung up on the Bakunin question, he began, but Jane cut
  across him quickly.


  Can we talk about something else now? I rather feel weve done the play to death.


  Will looked surprised. Excuse-moi! he said. Didnt realise we were boring you, did we, Phil? Over to you then, Jane, maybe you can tell us whats new in
  Heat magazine?


  Whats Heat magazine? asked Phil, who had no interest in celebrities.


  Its a trashy rag that Will thinks I enjoy reading, said Jane. You may have noticed he doesnt think Im up to the heavy stuff.


  Unfair! said Will. And anyway, as a cultural phenomenon those magazines are worthy of serious study.


  And he was off on a discourse about media reflecting society, which led them into reminiscing about the Oz trial and the Velvet Underground and Jimi Hendrix.


  Jane remembered a friend once telling her how she could never go out with someone who didnt know what was in the charts when you were at school. Jane suddenly knew exactly what she meant:
  she was isolated by the age gap.


  In the taxi home, she felt excluded again by their conversation. But as she stared out at the rainy streets, she rationalised that everyone gets bored sometimes, and that boredom at least
  replaced worry. Shed rather be bored than worried.


  I wish you wouldnt belittle me like that in front of people, said Jane as they got ready for bed, making out Im a bimbo just because I tried
  to break up a monotonous conversation.


  Will looked aggrieved as he turned back the duvet. I think if anyone should feel belittled, its me, he said, having you cut me off mid-sentence and making out
  Im a bore.


  But it was quite boring, hearing you going on like that, going over the same old ground.


  Phil didnt think so.


  I rest my case. Youve got to admit hes heavy-going.


  The finest mind at Cambridge at one time.


  Whats that supposed to mean? Why do you keep going on about it? I never go swaggering around telling everyone I went to Oxford, but you and Phil act like youre streets ahead
  of the pack. It gets on my nerves.


  Dont be bitter, Jane, it doesnt suit you, said Will, putting on his blindfold to let her know the conversation was over.


  But I am bitter. I cant help it, you always make me feel like Im not quite there with you. Im fed up with being treated like a dim relation. Im beginning to
  think Toni Vincent was quite right about you.


  The blindfold came straight off and he was bolt upright at the prospect of hearing about himself.


  Toni Vincent the publisher? When did you meet her, what did she say about me?


  She was at the school reunion. I told you, but you werent listening as usual.


  You went to school with Toni Vincent? How amazing, I would have thought shed been somewhere a little more . . . you know, a bit classier.


  Its amazing what crawls out of the suburbs, said Jane. Anyway, she was reasonably complimentary about you as a writer, but she thought youd be very difficult
  to live with.


  And you agreed, I suppose.


  No, I defended you, as usual. But its true, you can be difficult.


  Will sighed. Im an artist, Jane, you knew what you were taking on. He shook his head. Im disappointed in you. I thought you were different, interested in a
  better life, not just in plodding along like any old couple.


  But plodding along is what life is about, isnt it? At least it is when youve got children . . .


  Oh, dont start your martyr act again.


  And youre never interested in what Im up to. Like when I went to that reunion, you never asked me how it went or anything. Sometimes I think youre not a proper person
  at all, youre just a . . . collection of opinions, about bloody Bakunin or Hegel or fuck knows who . . .


  Shed gone too far now.


  Of course I have opinions, Jane, thats what Im paid for. Do you think Id be given a column if I didnt? If you want a little lapdog to follow you around,
  youve come to the wrong man. And if youve got something to tell me, fine, but dont expect me to ask about every detail of your life. You know we agreed how important it was for
  us to keep our own space.


  Except that my space has been built entirely round yours. I bend over backwards to make our life the way you want it to be, and I am beginning to wonder what its all
  for!


  You tell me! Youre the one who pushed for us to move in together. Believe me, I would have been more than happy to stay as we were, but oh no, you wanted us to share our every
  waking moment.


  Oh, I see! Youd prefer me and Liberty to be shut away on our own somewhere, so you could just drift in and see us whenever it suited you. Were a family, Will, doesnt
  that mean anything to you?


  Of course it does, Ive done it before, remember!


  How could I forget! Im always trying so hard to do the right thing, trying not to piss you off so you dont walk out on us the way you walked out on Carol and the
  boys!


  Will was having no more. That was low, he said, and coldly turned his back on her, switching out the light.


  Jane shut herself into the bathroom and sat down on the loo, trying to calm herself down. This wasnt like her, she and Will never rowed, he had taught her that it served no purpose. By
  the time she came out he was asleep and she was able to slip into bed and lie there wondering what was happening to her.
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