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Spring

Clare

I don’t know what woke me up – I drank no alcohol last night, I observed the carb curfew, I had only one espresso during the day, plus I did a Pilates class and hours of gardening in the fresh air – but I’m definitely awake now. Wide awake.

Outside, in the garden, a cat is screeching, or a fox. In the far distance, I can hear the rumble of night traffic on the Westway flyover. But it’s too early for planes. And it’s too soon to get up.

In a minute I’m going to go into the wetroom and find one of those French sleeping pills you can buy over the counter, if you’re in France. I need to calm down. Two things are twining together in my mind, like mating slugs. First, Gideon’s away at the Danish furniture expo the first half of next week, for which he’s designed a stool, so basically there’s no way I can conceive this month, because he’ll be away right in the middle of my fertile period. Second, the lilies. I just forgot them, which is not like me at all.

I’d been shopping with Donna, as she’d persuaded me to invest in a crystal to hang in the hall, to slow down the fast-flowing chi she says is surging from our front door and rushing along the stairs and making visitors to our home feel all unsettled and transient. I felt like saying, ‘Thanks, Donna,’ but instead I merely pointed out that Gideon wouldn’t go for it – I mean, he is, after all, a post-minimalist ecotect, which means he is very into rainfall harvesting and wind turbines and recyclable materials, so tinkling water features and repro statues of the squatting Buddha are not really his style at all. But she persuaded me to buy this crystal and hang it high on an invisible nylon thread and promised me the only thing Gideon would notice would be an increase in wealth and good luck.

‘Will it help me conceive?’ I’d asked, as I put in my chip and pin number to pay for the one she said I needed, which was surprisingly expensive.

‘I’m not promising you a Christmas baby, but it will definitely help. So would a brass windchime in the hallway. Crystals have been a powerful healing tool for thousands of years, Clare. If you follow your own path…’

Anyway, we were so busy with the crystal – I managed to talk her out of the Buddha and the brass windchime – that I forgot to go back to the Moltons and finish up there and put the lilies under cloches or in the greenhouse until I potted them up. So now the toad lilies I bought from Crocus, with their star-shaped pale-blue spotty blooms, might never flower.

To distract myself from thoughts of plants flowering or not flowering and the aching sadness that I, too, might be a flower that never even blushes unseen to waste its sweetness on the desert air, I get up.

I pull up our light-excluding cream blinds – we don’t have curtains or carpets or valances, as it’s very bad karma to have anything made of any sort of material touching any surface you walk on in outdoor shoes. Then I push open the sash window and lean out.

It’s certainly cold, but I don’t think it’s freezing although the weather girl did say something about a late frost, and I look across the communal garden to the Lonsdale Gardens side of the square. The garden is a classic hortus inclusus, but it isn’t shaped like a square, it’s more rectangular, with two short ends and two long sides that are Lonsdale Gardens and Colville Crescent.

Hardly any lights are on in Lonsdale Gardens, as you would expect, as most of the residents are families with school-age children or bankers or both, and bankers have to get to their desks an hour and a half before their children have to be at school, so this is a place of early birds, not night owls.

The lawned central area of the garden, surrounded by paths, is a dark pool of blackness, but it’s easy to discern the outlines of the huge plane and ash trees against the white stucco backs of the houses opposite.

I pull back from the window.

The rear elevation of the Avery house, the last in the terrace, is suddenly bathed in bright white light. Something has triggered the security lights – a fox or a cat, some intruder. I keep staring hard at the house, waiting to see the shadowy shape of a fox padding out into the undergrowth, brush aloft, as if he owned the garden, not all of us. But nothing.

Then, just at the moment I would expect the lights to power off again, I see the figure of a woman in white slip down the central path in between the Adirondack chairs and the lead planters, past the old garage covered with dense ivy and creepers, to the gate at the bottom of the Averys’ garden. As she pauses to find the latch, she stands bathed in light, and I can make out exactly who it is, in a killer outfit of short white nightie, lush caramel-coloured pashmina flung around her shoulders and green Hunter wellies. Her long brown legs merge into the darkness, and all I can see is the shape of her pintucked nightdress bobbing along the path like a ghost and ducking into her own garden next door.

As the security lights dim, I can only come up with one reason that Virginie Lacoste might be stealing away from the Avery residence at – I glance at my watch – getting on for three in the morning.

A mental image of Bob, in blue shirt and khaki chinos (which is, for some reason, what he is always wearing in my imagination), pops into my mind. Bob is East Coast, rugged, ruddy, Republican and not, in my book, over-endowed with charm.

Virginie is French, blonde, soignée, and her transition from Paris to London only serves to exaggerate her extreme Frenchness. It’s not just the effortlessly smart way she throws together outfits, or runs her household and business and social life to the click of her fingers, she has this very carnivorous, very amoral, very Gallic thing going on – but still I just don’t believe that even Virginie, who seems capable of most things, has the gall (so that’s where the word comes from), with all the families of the garden slumbering around, to have Bob Avery under the nose of his sleeping wife and his four children.

Then I have an aha moment – maybe the guilty pair were at it in the garage, not the house. As the Averys never park their Chrysler Voyager in there, maybe Bob uses it to service his mistresses?

Some instinct tells me to note the time and the date. It is 2.44 a.m., 18 March, the day after St Patrick’s Day. For some reason, I think it might be important.

As I lie on my back, in bed, waiting for the pill to take effect, I can’t decide whether I’m shocked or not. After all, these gardens, where the rear elevations of the houses enclose a private square, off limits to all but owner-occupiers, are famous for it, as Gideon wistfully tells me. It’s so easy to leave a back door invitingly unlocked, and if someone sees you popping into someone’s house the back way, your observer won’t darkly suspect that you are up to no good with your neighbour’s wife – he’ll assume you’re dropping off that thing you borrowed.

There was one particularly famous time, before all the houses became single occupancy, when the Notting Hill police were trying to catch a serial rapist who’d been preying on young women in basement flats along Elgin Crescent. They put infrared cameras on the roofs for several nights and trained them on the communal garden, and waited. Reviewing the footage later, they realized, to their embarrassment, that all they had managed to capture was the lustful criss-crossing of the garden at dead of night by amorous neighbours – among them pillars of the community and prominent financiers. Not surprisingly, the tapes were quietly ‘lost’ before the Evening Standard could get hold of them.

But I don’t need a camera to prove what I’ve seen. I’m a direct witness: I know what I’ve seen. I know what they’ve been up to, and I wonder if it’s any coincidence that today is the day of the Averys’ party – a party we’ve all been looking forward to, not least because tonight we’ll find out how Bob and Sally spent six figures on redoing the downstairs kitchen– family room, a room that the previous owners had already redecorated to within an inch of its life, all slate this and Boffi that, only months before the Averys moved in, ripped everything out and started over, which is what happens round here. Houses are redecorated and refurbished on a loop.

And it also means that, later, I’ll get to find out how Virginie and Bob act around each other in public, and we’re going finally to get a chance to inspect the new billionaire on the block, Si Kasparian, who Mimi is obviously already all excited about even though she hasn’t met him yet. I asked her whether she’d Googled him and she denied it, but I don’t believe her. Of course she’s Googled him. He’s a billionaire who’s moved on to the garden. She’s a journalist with curly chestnut hair and breasts, and so disgustingly fertile, with her three babies in five years, she could probably self-pollinate if she chose. I know she’s determined to get to Si and make him her property before anyone else does.

I get up, close the window and walk barefoot and naked into the wetroom, enjoying the dry warmth of the underfloor heating through the poured concrete floor, the same concrete, in the same soft dove-grey shade, that covers every square foot of floorspace in the house. Gideon goes on and on about concrete, especially when it’s made from some waste byproduct like fly ash or slag cement. He says it’s a friend to the environment in all stages of its lifespan, making it the ideal material for sustainable construction, but all I care about is how delicious and warm it feels underfoot.

I find a David Mellor tumbler and pour myself some water to counteract the dehydrating effect of the narcotic.

I wake again at 6 a.m. because I hear scrunching underneath the window, and my first thought is relief that I got back to sleep without needing the pill. Then I remember I did take the pill.

My eyes won’t open properly so I just lie there for a while. A few minutes later, I hear scrunching again. Someone’s running around the garden. I know who it is without bothering to look. Bob Avery. Not only is he American, he has someone to be in shape for and he has something to get in shape for. Virginie, and the garden sports in June.

Most years, we have at least one banker who believes that coming second is for losers presenting himself at the Minor Injuries Unit of St Charles’ Hospital with ankle or groin injuries, and having gravel picked out of his knees.

As the jogging fades away, I clamber out of our huge Savoir bed with its all-white linen and stand in the pounding hot shower with directional body-jets for ages. I try to slough off the sleeping pill, and enjoy the feeling of the water drilling into the top of my head and drumming my breasts and stomach before sluicing into the runnels at my feet and draining away into the floor.

I put on some Levi’s and some cashmere socks, a grey cashmere sweater over a white Agnès B long-sleeved T-shirt, and pad down to the kitchen. I make a cup of green tea, slip on my fleece-lined lace-up nut-brown Ilse Jacobsen boots, and head out into the communal garden for some fresh air, pausing only to fondle the bud of a mop-headed allium in our garden.

I’ll do a circuit, check the frostbitten lilies, the blue toad lily plants Tricyrtis ‘Blue Wonder’, and make a list as I go. The other day, Ralph Fleming found me on my hands and knees, and he told me I was the spirit of Lonsdale Gardens. I looked up in surprise and saw him smiling down at me, in an awful holey maroon jersey and some baggy cords, a newspaper tucked under, his arm, and my heart did a little somersault, and I thought, suddenly, ‘Lucky Mimi,’ then the moment passed. I said, ‘Don’t be silly, I’m only potting up blue sage,’ but it was the nicest thing anyone’s said to me for ages.


Mimi

Beep beep beep.

Beep beep. A long male arm lifts out of bed and jabs the clock to silence. The clock is on Ralph’s side because Ralph is a morning person and springs out of bed like a baby lamb leaping over a ha-ha. But not today, it seems. Whereas I am not a morning person (nor an evening person for that matter, as Ralph points out), so I allow myself to drowse while Ralph fiddles away with the remote control to awaken our new digital television, which carries at least a hundred channels and all the BBC radio ones, too, from standby.

Ralph knows that I can’t stand the intrusion of TV in the morning, so what he does is programme it to Today on Radio Four instead, which he can watch quite happily for hours, despite the unchanging blue screen being completely empty except for the words ‘Today Programme’ and the date, and the exciting news that after the news at 8 a.m. the Education Secretary will be talking about tuition fees. And I know without opening my eyes that, if he’s still unusually in bed, his brown eyes are glued to that empty blue screen, he’ll be gripping the remote in one hand and what Posy calls his dinkle in the other with the absorption of a toddler sucking his thumb and holding blankie up to his cheek at story time.

The children, who have all been weaned on PS2 and corrupted by the cathode tube, find it sad that their father actually ‘watches radio’, but I think it’s dear. It reminds me of the time we put a long-playing record of My Fair Lady on a turntable in a rented cottage in Wales and the children watched it spinning round and round bumpily under the needle for hours as the urbane voice of Rex Harrison poured out silkily from somewhere else. While they’re completely blasé about nanotechnology and podcasts, they somehow find proper machinery with real moving parts, like cuckoo clocks or army Land Rovers, rather impressive.

Still, I do think that moving the TV to the bedroom was a mistake.

My acupuncturist, Donna Linnet, who is also feng shui guru to the rich and famous of Notting Hill, says that having the telly at the foot of the bed is sapping our chi, but that’s not the only problem, I fear. Since we got a TV in the bedroom, Ralph watches it, and so do Posy (six), Cas (ten) and Mirabel (eleven), sometimes all at the same time and in our bed, where It is all supposed to happen.

Of course, It happens – it’s not total bed death, oh, no, as I explained to Donna (I hope not protesting too much) – but in the very early morning I want to sleep and late at night I also, strangely enough, want to sleep, as lying snug in a toasty bed, doing nothing for nobody, is my favourite thing in the whole world. Not to mention the fact that the loafing presence of three children and also, occasionally, a dog in our bedroom would distract even the most dutiful wife (i.e. not me) from her connubial obligations …

So what usually happens at night is I nod off on my back while Ralph sends himself efficiently to sleep by watching Gavin Esler conduct a long interview with a government actuary about the pensions crisis on Newsnight. Then Ralph clicks it off, and we both just about have the energy to murmur, ‘Goodnight, darling,’ and feel a twinge about leaving the thing on standby before slipping into a drooling slumber which is over all too soon (I’ve always thought it’s such a shame that one can’t enjoy being asleep more), and in what seems like seconds the alarm clock is beeping again.

Donna says that if we are really determined to put the ka-boom back into bedtime, we should lose the TV and definitely not watch it during our intimate times together. She says that TVs are insistent objects that stare at their owners like dogs wanting to be taken out until they get their owners’ attention and emit bad sha chi. Then, she says, we should make a statement to affirm what we’ve done. Donna suggests that Ralph and I should turn to each other after its departure and chant, ‘Our room is only about passion, rest and self-nurturing. My partner and I are now able to connect without commercial interruptions.’

Whenever Donna talks like this I just nod and say, ‘I hear what you’re saying,’ and the funny thing is, at the time she’s saying it, she sounds as if she’s making perfect sense and I want to rush off and do exactly what she tells me. It sounds so obvious and right. But when I tell Ralph later, it comes out all wrong and I sound silly parroting her profound wisdom back at him.

We were up in our bedroom, and Donna was checking which way the bed was facing to see if it was aligned with the natural flow of energy and putting objects such as Ralph’s scuffed leather cufflink boxes in pairs as a way of reinforcing close relationships.

I found myself saying, ‘Donna, angel, my husband’s name is pronounced Rafe as in Fiennes, and not as per the roaring sound made by the Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer lion, and only his old schoolfriends call him Ralf, because of his initials, which are R. A. L. F., for Ralph Alec Lorimer Fleming.’

Then she shot me a puzzled look. I thought she was going to query Lorimer, which is an unusual name even for someone as highborn as Ralph, but she said, ‘Mimi, I don’t think you and I are on the same page right now. And I’m not sure, to be honest, whether you will ever be in a good place around this issue.’

After that, I didn’t rebook my weekly appointment. And now my coveted slot’s gone to someone whose ‘needs around wellness’ are greater than mine. It’s gone to Clare, which is fine by me, what with her unexplained infertility, which, according to Donna, can be helped by feng shui and acupuncture as well as all the other obligatory stuff to do with diet and visualization and skeletal realignment, etc.

Anyway, I think it’s probably for the best. I’m not sure that feng shui isn’t mere nineties nonsense for women with too much time and money on their hands, and with our ropey financial situation … And, if I put her plan about getting rid of the new TV and the chanting to Ralph, he might think I’d lost the plot entirely.

Ralph did meet Donna once. I felt that even the lesser task of getting Mohammed to the mountain was quite an achievement. He was very polite, but I could tell he wasn’t keen. After she’d gone, trailing clouds of scented oils and leaving empty mugs of herbal tea in her fragrant wake, he slightly let rip and started saying that he didn’t see how a grown woman could talk out loud about things like the li quadrant of our Bagua map without embarrassment. What she was saying did not only make no sense in English, it was nonsense in any language, and so on.

Ralph likes living with lots of stuff – pictures, furniture, sidetables, walnut whatnots, etc. – and he listened icily when Donna delivered herself of her set-piece lecture. ‘Clutter is anything that gets in the way of the ability to move through the day with grace, serenity and self-respect,’ she told Ralph, as she picked up a copy of a long-sold miniature portrait of one of his Fleming ancestors by the school of Hilliard. ‘Getting rid of clutter makes it easier for you to listen to the quiet voice of intuition, the inner whisper,’ she murmured, ‘that guides you towards what you really need to think, to do, to be and to have.’

Ralph wasn’t, it has to be said, the target audience for this revelation. As she spoke, he gave her his steady look. ‘What you call clutter are precious things that I love,’ he said, re moving the portrait from her hands before she de-cluttered it, ‘not worthless impedimenta to be thrown out on some crazy whim.’

So if I mention the ditching-the-TV plan, he’d accuse me of swallowing the whole Notting Hill Mummy thing like one of those little fermented probiotic drinks seething with friendly bacteria, in one gulp.

Still lying here, as the Today prog embarks on a heated discussion on the shameful lack of statutory provision of holidays for carers. Hate getting up, and so I’m just thinking about the whole Notting Hill Mummy thing, and how actually outrageous it is that Ralph ever mentions me in the same breath as NHMs.

A real NHM lives an organic life of holistic therapies and private training sessions in a multimillion-pound house … with just a couple of small Filipinas chained up in the basement … while looking scrumptious and concerned about the environment at all times. It’s all about being beautiful, rich and caring, all at once! About having a Porsche Cayenne … as well as a Prius. About having slate solar panels to heat your London home … as well as an eight-bedroom spread in Shropshire. It’s about having your hair shirt never too far from your Helmut Lang in your walk-in cupboard.

And I have neither car, am so low-maintenance I never even get my moustache waxed, and the only help I have is Fatty (Fatima is a Portuguese grandmother whom I am ashamed to say I have been known to refer to as ‘my housekeeper’, as if she were colour-coding the children’s ironed underwear as I speak, who sighingly makes an appearance three times a week).

An NHM is married to a banker, a film director, the owner of a multimedia agency or the editor of a national newspaper/head of a TV channel. I’m married to a man who does a spot of light consulting and cranks out a few sheets of subscription-only insider info on oil and gas (zzzz – oops. I dropped off for a sec …) once a month.

An NHM lives in a house which has all or some of the following: leather floors; rare hardwoods from Japan; a chill-out zone; his and hers bathrooms (his has a plasma screen and connectivity and a glass roof so he can feel like he’s taking a shower outdoors while on the phone to New York; hers is a cosy boudoir); climate-controlled shoe closets; filtered central air-conditioning; a slate-floored larder; a rubber-floored playroom with a piano and professional recording studio (for the kids’ jamming sessions); a wetroom; a mudroom; a utilities room; and so many acres of stainless steel in the disinfected kitchen you expect a team of morticians in scrubs to pop up any minute and sluice down a corpse or two. And even if an NHM has all of the above and her next-door neighbour puts an ozone pool in the basement, then she suddenly realizes that she ‘needs’ a swimming pool, too, and will literally move heaven and several cubic miles of earth to get one too.

I live in a faded, shabby but not chic, late Victorian terraced house with none of the above – though it does have glorious views of the communal garden. As I lie here, I look out on golden sunlight on green leaves. Which is, I admit, nice.

An NHM barely works, let alone full-time in an office. 1. She’s much too busy spending to earn and 2. she’s much too tired after a long day ferrying children between activities and attending appointments on only a rocket and shaved Parmesan salad to attend to what our mothers darkly call a husband’s ‘needs’, let alone perform gainful employment – she’s much too busy being an über-mummy for any of that. Instead, she’ll go to yoga or Tui Na to unblock her energy channels, or book an appointment for emergency acupuncture with Donna (£100 an hour) after her shattering day.

And a shattering day for an NHM might involve switching to a green energy supplier … choosing new wallpaper for the drawing room with her own personal colour consultant … as well as ‘coping’ with the school run with the assistance of a full-time driver and an omnicompetent, permacheerful, Antipodean nanny.

Here in Notting Hill, you are an NHM if and only if you have met all the following key developmental milestones by the age of forty – but preferably by the age of thirty-five:

1. Have been invited to join a private, celebrity-studded yoga group/book club/Pilates class

2. Have at least one gifted child

3. Have at least one special needs child

4. Weigh less and, even spookier, look younger than your own daughter

5. Employ a family nutritionist, a personal PA, plastic surgeon and a weekend nanny as well as a live-out nanny, a homework nanny, a housekeeper and team of alternative therapists

6. Privately tutor your children in the basics, i.e. music, chess, maths, Greek and Sanskrit

7. Invite your 100 closest friends to a Wigmore Hall-level recital given by your own child, in which he plays a selection of his own compositions

8. Invite a few neighbours round for a kitchen supper which includes at least two internationally renowned foodie friends (locals Sally Clarke, Rowley Leigh or Alistair Little work well for this stunt)

9. Become new best friends with fab Emma Freud (the Notting Hill Mummy’s poster mom) and, whilst we’re on that hallowed subject …

10. Have a fourth, fifth or even sixth child, as a famille ultra nombreuse is the ultimate status symbol for mothers who like to show they’ve more money and more help to buy them more sleep, the most precious beauty product of all, than everyone else

And I have achieved none of the above, so I’m not a proper Notting Hill über-mummy, even though I live here. Ralph isn’t a Notting Hill über-daddy either, because a blue-chip NHD spends more time on flatbed seats in first class above the Atlantic than he does in bed at home.

Not that we’re poor. We’re not. We’re only ‘it’s a struggle to pay the school fees’ poor. We’re ‘we never-go-skiing’ poor. We’re ‘we don’t have a second home’ poor. Which means that by Notting Hill standards, where seven-figure bonuses come as standard and where one of our neighbours recently had several million pounds stolen from his bank account and didn’t even notice, we’re so impoverished that a certain grim magnificence attaches to our continuing residence in the area.

Our neighbours are a very eclectic, socially mixed bunch: they fall into one of two of a multitude of socioeconomic groups – yes, our neighbours divide into the haves … and the have-yachts.

So we live in Notting Hill, and lots of bankers live in Notting Hill, and all bankers are rich. But there’s rich and rich, and the bankers round here are extra-super-duper ultra-rich, because they are – as they will happily tell you when you ask them to justify their sick-making salaries and bonuses – the superstars of the financial and corporate and entrepreneurial worlds. If Patrick Molton were a model, rather than a banker, he would be Kate Moss. If Bob Avery were a footballer, he’d be David Beckham. If Jeremy Dodd Noble were a playwright not a ring-tone king (he’s very big in Nokia), he’d be Harold Pinter. But we’re just normal, and it’s hard to do normal in Notting Hill, though I think I make a pretty good fist of it, despite Ralph.

Ralph despises alternative medicine, fashion, expensive restaurants, shiny rich people, swanky houses and, most of all, he can’t see the point of famous people unless they’re expert and passionate dry-fly fishermen. Plus, he hates shopping unless it’s in two London streets – Jermyn or St James’s, and on his own. So Ralph finds the whole Notting Hill scene, well, a touch brassy and try-hard.

Ralph feels that his family proved itself about a thousand years ago when the first earl toadied up to the reigning monarch of the day, and he regards any sort of showing off or display of excess wealth or social aspiration – all of which are of course endemic to this pose code – as vulgar and uncalled for.

As for our neighbours …

Trish and Jeremy Dodd Noble. He’s a very well-preserved sporty type of fifty-five; she’s fifteen years younger. Trish can be tricky and tactless, but I’m fond of her, I really am. They live in a big all-white house on Lonsdale Gardens, two gifted children, no pets. We call Trish ‘Doors to Manual’ for the very good reason that in common with all younger second wives in Poshtershire (i.e. Gloucestershire), where, needless to say, they have a £2 million second home near Little Sodbury, she looks like an air stewardess, in a glossy, blonde, Virgin Atlantic sort of way that I only wish I could pull off.

Clare and Gideon Sturgis, who live next door but one. She’s my closest chum on the garden, very into her new garden-design consultancy work, very … perfectionist (trying not to say anal), i.e. if the children forget to remove their outdoor shoes, her nose twitches, and if you eat a croissant standing up in her kitchen (is there any other way?), she will hand you a side plate. They have no children, but while Clare is deep in bio-panic, Gideon (hairy, dark and successful eco-architect or ecotect, who cleans up round here) seems to find their continuing inability to breed easier to bear each year, perhaps because he has other consolations, not to mention his fantastically successful practice.

The Forsters. Nice retired diplomatic couple from Notting Hill’s more rackety days (i.e. when £30,000 bought you a five-bedroom house rather than a nanny car, sandwiched between us. Two grown-up children, Lucy a teacher and Alexander a rising young star in the Conservatives, a bred-in-the-bone Notting Hill Tory (i.e. eats at Zucca, bi-cycles and uses Gideon to refurbish his house).

Bob and Sally Avery. The newish kids on the block, Americans from Boston, bankers, though she’s ‘doing kids right now’; she’s a slight blonde cropheaded Wasp and he’s a freckly, rugged Irish type.

The Mathieu Lacostes. Mathieu is a weedy Frog in canary cords and pullovers who rarely appears, and Virginie is a slippery little minx who will no doubt be responsible for triggering early puberty in Cas and all the other boys on the garden in a few years’ time.

The Moltons, Marguerite and Patrick. She’s rather anxious and translucent but very beautiful, and he’s a cheery rugby-fanatic type, very boysy with Max, Charlie and Sam, who are all down for Eton, of course, and last but not least –

Si Kasparian. Though I haven’t met him yet. He’s this transatlantic, apparently very secretive billionaire (well, he’s on the Rich List) whose smouldering photograph (on deck of yacht in open-necked shirt, always the same one) sometimes appears in the business sections. He’s just bought 104 Lonsdale Gardens, spent the purchase price again on the refurb, and is about to move in.

I find this exciting. In fact, though I would never admit this to Clare, I’ve Googled Si a few times, but there’s not much out there. Everyone on the garden is playing it cool (it’s simply not done to show you’re impressed by anyone or anything), but there’s no doubt at all that all the women on the garden – me, Clare, Trish, Virginie – are in a covert competition to get to him first and then – if so minded – the winner might graciously let the others in on the act. It’s not every day that a brooding billionaire becomes the boy next door … so the race is on. This always happens when new blood moves in – when everyone is insanely rich and lacks for nothing, literally the only thing left to acquire is trophy friends who can be counted on to add lustre to your many parties.

When I say ‘everyone’ is rich and lacks for nothing, I don’t include me. Basically, since we moved here, the neighbourhood’s taken off into the stratosphere like a Hawker Harrier jump jet, leaving me and Ralph standing alone on the flight deck with our mouths slightly open.

The reality is, Ralph owns this house, and we only live here because his father, Peregrine, bought it for sweetie money in the sixties and passed it on to Ralph (something complicated to do with capital gains and inheritance tax far beyond my comprehension), and it has, apparently, increased in value by around 3,000 per cent over twelve years, which I also do not begin to understand.

But now I adore the bloody area, that’s the problem.

I’m completely embedded. I love living on the communal garden, it’s like a sort of villa holiday with like-minded friends that never ends, only with different rows, not about whose turn it is to do the shopping and cooking and drowning duty at the pool but whose turn it is to organize the renewal of the playbark under the swings or supply the mulled organic wine and hot nibbles on Bonfire Night. Though I should add that Ralph calls Lonsdale Gardens ‘Flanders’ (because every inch of soil is fought over … to the death … and we all take such entrenched positions on life-and-death things like … where to relocate the compost heap).

And I love working from home and can spend what I regard as a busy and productive morning playing tennis, having coffee with a girlfriend and then wandering home to squeeze in a spot of work before guzzling my own bodyweight in fried green tomatoes with mozzarella at 202 on Westbourne Grove, which is, unfortunately, one of the most irresistible shopping streets in the whole of London. There was a bad moment the other day when I went out to the market for a cabbage and came back with a furry tweedy piece from Yates Buchanan that cost my whole monthly paycheque and didn’t realize I’d forgotten the cabbage till I got home.

This would all be very well if 1. we were rich and 2. I didn’t have to work. So I’m a freelance journalist. It sounds quite swish but, in fact, ‘freelance’ is simply the standard euphemism for a person who slobs about the house in pyjama bottoms and coffee-stained T-shirt complaining about workload and hustling for freebies – and describing herself, naturally, as a ‘writer’ to attractive men at dinner parties.

After continuing to lie in bed for precisely five more minutes, during which all this thinking somehow contrives to make me nod off again, I go to the bathroom. As a person with latent curls, I have to get in there before Ralph steams the place up with his shower, for important, frizzy-hair-related reasons.

For some reason Calypso’s barking in the kitchen. She also barked earlier, at around 6 a.m., because some fitness freak was jogging around the garden, round and round, scrunch-scrunch-scrunch on the gravel. The noise annoyingly roused me from the most heavenly dream, all about finding a shop that stocked cashmere sweaters in delicious colours at Primark prices, which I was heaping into a shopping trolley.

Calypso’s barking always makes us nervous, even if it’s just a few yaps. Luckily, the Forsters are nice doggy people but, on the other side, well, the couple has baby twins and he has to be in the City at 7 a.m., and I know they don’t like it. The last thing we want is for the families with babies to restart the Hundred Years War against the families with dogs, because that battle can only end with the doomsday scenario, which is dogs being banned from the communal garden.

And we couldn’t live without Calypso. Just thinking of it brings tears to my eyes. She’s easily the nicest member of our family, with far the best manners. We’d have to leave this oasis of greenery in the middle of one of the loveliest parts of London. No more watching my neighbours’ children grow up alongside my own. No more built-in playmates for those long, boring weekends during term-time. No more strolling round the garden at dusk, smelling the honeysuckle and roses, congratulating ourselves on the perfection of our habitat.

Ralph keeps saying we’ll have to move soon anyway, because we’re living in an area so beyond our joint pay-grade (true) that we can’t afford to shop in it (also, tragically for me, true). But I’m still pretending that we won’t, that there will be no exit from the Garden of Eden. Maybe I’m in denial. But, as I say to Ralph, even if I am in denial, it’s still a lot better than being in somewhere like … Perivale.

‘Darling girl, what planet are you on?’ he replies, if I ever mention Perivale, with a quivering lower lip.

‘There’s no way we can afford the Hanger Lane gyratory – we’re going to have to move to the country and live off the land, like that boy who was at School – you know, Hugh fairly long name.’

And then I laugh a brittle laugh, as if he’s joking really. ‘But Ralph, everywhere is expensive now, country property’s shot up, and Bridport is fearfully chic now Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall has started flogging River Cottage nettle soup. It’s just that Notting Hill prices are ridiculous – and it’s not our fault this is where we live,’ I purr. ‘It’s our good fortune, don’t you think, darling?’

Whenever I say this, Ralph mutters something about hearing the distant rumble of tumbrils, which, roughly translated, means, I think, that we’re living on borrowed time as well as borrowed money.
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