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            Chapter One
            
 
            Sod the New Curtains
            

         
 
         Hetty pulled her collar closer. The wind whistled down Aviary Road, leaves swirling damply in its wake. Above her head the wooden for-sale sign swung and creaked; it reminded her of a gibbet. The thin estate agent shuffled his feet and thrust bony hands deeper into his overcoat pockets. He sniffed. ‘’Fraid that’s the best there is. For a hundred and eighty thou’ you won’t get anything smarter, not south of the river.’
 
         ‘It’s a staggering sum. For that I could buy a grade-two cottage with timbered walls and open fireplaces in Dorset.’
 
         ‘This isn’t Dorset. I have three more clients booked to see it this afternoon. Aviary Road is quite desirable. Now I’m sorry, Mrs Clarkson, shall I cancel them, or what?’
         
 
         He didn’t sound sorry. Weeks of fruitless searching had confirmed his pessimism. The bijou apartment she had hoped for, overlooking a park, in immaculate condition with secure parking, a snooty concierge and a private swimming pool, was not available to her except in her dreams. Even if she blew every penny of the divorce settlement, took on a hefty mortgage and left herself with no savings whatever.
 
         ‘I’ll take it,’ she said weakly, and immediately regretted the decision.
 
         ‘Glad to hear it.’ He pulled out his mobile phone, prodded it like a piece of dodgy meat and issued brief instructions. ‘That’s settled. Come into the office this afternoon and you can initial the papers.’ He chuckled, as if at a private joke. ‘Hope you like the neighbours. Some of them are a little – ah, odd, I hear. But, then, what can you expect, at that price?’
 
         
             

         
 
         It was a question of choice. Or, rather, of precious little choice. Several weeks later, keys in hand, Hetty stood in the grimy shrubbery that passed for a front garden and examined her purchase with more care.
 
         The block was an undistinguished brick edifice about thirty years old, one of several built in the oversized grounds of a Victorian mansion long since demolished. Hers, the one called The Swallows, contained six flats; others nearby were larger, each named after birds. Here and there, mature trees were a reminder of what had previously flourished, though their leafless state added to the air of desolation and neglect. Or perhaps not neglect exactly. There was no litter; the paths to the front porch and around the back to the bins were tidy and unbroken. Someone had pruned the rose bushes and cut back a buddleia. A large ginger cat peered at her curiously from under drooping bushes then waddled off, tail held high. With a bit of luck, in spring she might see green from every angle of the flat.
 
         As she fumbled with the security lock Hetty caught sight of herself in a window. She straightened up automatically, as if somebody else might be watching. The woman who stared back at her was neither slim nor tall. No longer married, but not a spinster, dried out or shrivelled up. Still ripe. Not exactly pretty, but not plain either; brown hair tinged with grey, hazel eyes, a clear skin without wrinkles, a ready smile, mostly. Not young, not old. Nondescript? She sighed, and pulled a rueful face at her reflection. ‘Not sure who I am,’ Hetty murmured to herself. ‘Perhaps it’s time I found out.’
 
         The hallway was dingy. The jute floor covering was stained, though upstairs, on what she must now call her landing, it was cleaner and less scuffed. She tried the key in her front-door lock. It was stiff, but worked: a good omen.
         
 
         Inside, a pile of glossy circulars slithered like snakes away from her feet. Hetty riffled through them. Leaflets for home-delivery pizzas were stacked on the kitchen window-ledge alongside a flowery ‘Good Luck In Your New Home’ card from her mother, postmarked Amsterdam. Off on another Saga coach holiday, probably. No letter with it. Hetty’s mother was not given to organised effusions of maternal emotion.
 
         The flat’s alarm was off. Trying to remember the estate agent’s instructions, Hetty played with it experimentally, panicked briefly when it started to howl, then sensed a personal victory when she managed to switch it off and on correctly. Stephen would have laughed indulgently at her efforts and taken the key from her hand. Now she would have to do everything herself. A shiver ran down her spine.
 
         The lights worked. One bulb was missing. The bathroom had cheap, pale-green tiles. It required a thorough scrub but was a fair size, with a modern shower. The kitchen needed a roller-blind. Hetty began to make a list. It would be days before she could move in, maybe longer. She must resist the temptation to splurge, to redecorate in a hurry or buy expensive new curtains. No Stephen to pick up the bills.
 
         ‘So, sod the new curtains,’ Hetty said aloud, with a shrug. They would have to wait until she found a job.
 
         ‘Hello? Anyone there?’ The voice was unmistakably an East Ender’s. A short woman in a flowered dress peered round the door. A faded cotton apron was swathed across a bulky torso; she smelt faintly of fried onions. Her hair, frizzy and almost white, was bundled up in a headscarf tied as a turban. In her arms was the fat ginger cat Hetty had seen in the garden. Its orange eyes examined her coolly.
 
         ‘Yes. I’m here.’
         
 
         ‘Oooh! Are you going to buy it? It’s been empty ages.’
 
         ‘I might,’ Hetty answered cautiously. So the estate agent had been economical with the truth when he implied he had lots of customers. That explained why he was so keen to tie up the deal. Then, ‘Well, yes, I have. I’ve just signed for it. It’s mine, as from today.’
 
         ‘Oooh!’ the woman said again, her eyes round but red-veined, like ox-eye marbles. Her front teeth were prominent and square, a bit battered, and brought to mind nothing so much as a stout old mule. Yet there was something of the gypsy about her. The cat struggled to escape and was restrained. ‘Needs a bit of money spending on it. But it’ll be nice to have somebody living here again – you’re the flat over mine. You’re not a noisy person, are you?’
 
         ‘No, I don’t think so. Are you?’
 
         ‘Me? Nah. I live with Thomas here. The cat. Only rented, mind, can’t afford to buy. I don’t have many visitors. Only me gentleman friend.’ The woman simpered. ‘That’s Jack and he’s very quiet. My name’s Doris Archibald, but most people call me Mrs A. I like my place. It’s not bad round here, honest.’
 
         Hetty realised that her own expression might be home-counties haughty or suspicious, probably both. Was this one of the odd neighbours? She extended her hand and smiled warily. ‘I’m Hetty Clarkson. Or I was. I might take my maiden name again – I’m not sure yet.’
 
         ‘Bad idea, that. Nobody’ll be able to find you in the phone book if you change your name. That’s why some folks do it.’ Mrs A ventured further into the room. The cat wriggled; ginger hairs detached themselves and floated to the floor. ‘Carpet’s okay. Kitchen’s quite respectable. I can help with unpacking, if you like. Were you married long?’
         
 
         Hetty hesitated. Was caution advised? Was it necessary? The woman seemed harmless enough. She took the plunge. ‘Over twenty years. Is it that obvious?’
 
         ‘Course. You’re not the first, you won’t be the last. These flats are full of ’em. Lots of marriages break up, these days. Singles come and go here all the while. At least you had him tied up proper. My niece Lindy had two kids by a chap and never saw an altar. So when he takes up with a younger lass and shows her the door, her and the kids got nothing. Did you do all right? Must’ve done, to buy this place. Got family, have you?’
 
         Hetty stepped back. ‘What is this, Mrs A? The Inquisition?’
 
         The cat hissed and threatened to escape. The prospect of cat hairs everywhere to add to her woes made Hetty feel weary.
 
         Mrs A appeared chastened. ‘Sorry. You look done in. Cup of tea?’
 
         
             

         
 
         It would be best, now, to move as quickly as possible. The journey from Dorset was too far, the trains too uncertain; the furtive glances from Stephen too powerful a reminder of what she had to leave behind. He stood on the landing by the guest room she had occupied for the last few months, his big shoulders blocking the light. Behind him, in the main bedroom, could be glimpsed the carved four-poster bed they had found in Winchester. His, now, not hers. She carried on packing clothes, mementoes and photographs into suitcases and boxes, and tried to ignore him.
 
         ‘Will you still be here at the weekend?’
 
         She took a decision. ‘No. I’ll take a few things tomorrow. Hire a van. Then that should be the last you see of me.’
 
         ‘Hetty…’ He extended his hand, then let it drop. ‘Thank you for being so … understanding. You could have been bitter – made it awful. It has helped. We did have some good times together, didn’t we? And there’s the children. We can stay friends. I hope you’ll be – okay.’
 
         She bit her lip. I will be okay, she thought, but no thanks to you, Stephen, she should have retorted. He turned, discomforted by her silence, and trudged down the stairs. It might have been easier to have a row, a shouting match; behaving as civilised people, as both instinctively did, left so much unsaid.
 
         His habits need no longer detain her. His preferences, his little quirks. What had been going on in his mind? How could she have missed it? He was not a bad man, far from it. She pinched herself, once, hard. It had happened: her husband had fallen in love with another woman. She had lost him, even as she had congratulated herself on her wonderfully stable marriage. This was not a nightmare from which she might wake up, dazed and breathless, thankful to return to complacent normality. This was the reality.
 
         He hoped they might stay friends, and no doubt they’d meet at family events: Peter’s graduation, Sally’s engagement – if any man of hers ever got round to it. Their daughter worked for Britannia Airlines in Luton and fell in love with pilots. But Stephen wouldn’t be there as her husband, or as her closest friend. Somebody else would be on his arm.
         
 
         Friends – real ones, human beings – would be at a premium from here on. A sob rose in her throat and was forced away. It would feel dreadful and disorientating to be alone, not be part of a couple. Most social activities were designed for pairs. Their acquaintances were mostly couples: from work – Stephen’s work – from the village, from the summer fête and church events she had actively supported. In all their activities, indeed, the Clarksons had been a visible and successful part of coupledom. They had tended to shun singles who didn’t seem to fit in. Nothing whatsoever from her previous life could be taken for granted. Precious little could be taken with her, except regrets. None of it prepared her for what was to come.
         
 
         But help was needed right now. She snapped the locks on the first suitcase, lugged it to the top of the stairs, then tipped it flat and kicked it down to the bottom like a sled on a hillside. The second one went down more slowly, banging against the banisters, but did not burst open. Solidly made, both were too heavy for her to lift more than a few yards – chosen by Stephen, they were made for a man to carry. She followed them down to the hallway. Stephen had disappeared into the garden.
 
         Her hand shook a little as she reached for the phone. She kept her voice steady and light.
 
         ‘Sally? Glad I’ve caught you. Yes, it’s Mum. Listen, darling, I shall need another pair of hands. Mostly lugging boxes in and out of a van and up and down stairs. No, I don’t think I should ask your father to pitch in. Or his pals from the golf club – I don’t need any of them averting their eyes. Tomorrow morning? Thanks, that’ll be lovely. Wear jeans, darling. ’Bye.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Two
            
 
            Getting to Know You
            

         
 
         Sally stood, hand on hip, and pushed a lock of fair hair out of her eye. A streak of dirt marked her Tommy Hilfiger sweater and she scrabbled at it crossly with a wetted thumb. ‘That should do it, Mum. Pity there’s no lift. You didn’t bring much, did you?’
 
         ‘No. Clean break.’
 
         Sally rubbed her arms. ‘It’s cold in here. And I could do with a drink.’
 
         ‘I haven’t figured out the central heating yet. I’ll ask one of the neighbours. Sorry, I didn’t think to bring any booze. Tea?’
 
         Sally shook her head and glanced at her watch. Hetty was becoming more adept at reading body language. I have about ten minutes more from my daughter, she thought, then she will have other priorities. The young woman would not take kindly, for instance, to anyone suggesting supper tonight.
 
         ‘Mum, I think I should say it. This is a crazy idea.’
 
         ‘What is?’
 
         ‘Oh, leaving Dad, and coming to live here on your own.’
 
         ‘I didn’t have much option. Your father had made it clear that if I made him choose between his new love and myself, it wouldn’t be me. He does love her, you know.’
 
         ‘That’s rot. Dad loves you, always has. He’s just not very good at saying it.’
 
         ‘On the contrary. He was very good indeed at saying it. Best in the world. He drew the line, sadly, at keeping the rules that go with meaning it.’
         
 
         Sally brooded. ‘But I’m sure he didn’t want you to go. He as good as told me. That girl isn’t important to him, not important the way you are. Were.’
         
 
         Hetty tried to stop herself sounding sad, but became brusque instead. ‘You’re kidding yourself, Sally. Whatever we had, it wasn’t there any more. I wish it had been. Splitting up is a horrible business. Though maybe in a way it was my fault too.’
 
         Sally flopped down in the armchair. In her handbag she found a cigarette, lit it with a silver lighter and glanced round for an ashtray. Finding none, she had to cup her hand under the cigarette as she smoked it. Hetty smiled to herself but resisted the temptation to fetch a saucer. The new flat, she suddenly resolved, her flat, would be smoke-free.
 
         ‘I’m still in shock, Mum. You had so much going for you. Our home was super – it was great, knowing you were always there. Most of my friends thought you had the perfect home, the perfect marriage. They were envious. I was envious, come to that.’
         
 
         Hetty shrugged and did not answer. Inside, something began to burn, as it had the day she had caught her husband enfolded in the embrace of their neighbour’s wife. Younger, lissom, attractive. The two had clung resolutely together, arm in arm, blushing, as they faced her. Her instinct in the year since had been to suppress her anger, to behave as calmly and cogently as possible. Now, it dawned on Hetty, rage could be useful, as armour, to counteract her own muddled feelings of guilt and shame, and as a defence. Especially from those who, like Sally, saw themselves as fully qualified to tell her what to do.
 
         ‘You and Dad always seemed to get on. I don’t think you should have left, honest. Surely you could have worked something out?’
 
         ‘Don’t, Sally. I don’t know why it went wrong. Perhaps because I bored him. He didn’t bore me, but there you are. Maybe I took too much as read. What I’m absolutely not going to do is dwell on the past. It’s done, finished. Time to move on.’ Hetty spread her hands to indicate the flat.
         
 
         Sally rose, irresolute, as if there were a lot more to say. She pulled on her London Fog jacket, made a great play of tying her muffler and finding her leather gloves. ‘I must go. You have my number. Ring me in a day or two, won’t you?’ She pecked Hetty on the cheek and let herself out.
 
         Hetty wafted away the fumes of cigarette smoke and stood silent. Then she picked up her keys. ‘Took too much for granted, Sally,’ she said to the closed door. ‘Didn’t realise it. But I do now.’
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘There, that’ll do it. You’ll need to get that boiler serviced. Nobody’s had it on for ages. Now, while your place is warming up, how about –?’
 
         ‘A cuppa?’ Hetty found herself smiling. ‘Thanks, I’d love one.’ She locked the flat and followed the woman’s solid body downstairs, grateful for the invitation.
 
         Mrs A’s tea was strong and sweet. Her flat was small and dark, on the ground floor, in the corner facing another block. But it was warm, blessedly so, with a coal-effect gas-fire in the living room. Thomas, the cat, was curled up on a cushion; his fluffed-up fur made him look enormous. Cat hairs gave every surface of the furniture a faint sheen, but Hetty resisted the urge to brush her chair with her hand. The smell of cabbage and fried fish lingered from the kitchen. Hetty suddenly felt hungry. Her own crockery was still crated; that was the set she had liberated from the house – the second-best service – and she had not thought to bring anything to eat.
 
         ‘Where do we shop around here, Mrs A? Is there a late-night grocer’s? And what about cafés, or restaurants – any decent ones?’
 
         ‘Wouldn’t know about that. My gentleman takes me to the West End when he’s in funds. The garage has a mini-supermarket – fine for most of what you want, nothing fancy. That’s open till eleven at night.’
 
         ‘That’s better than Dorset. We had one village shop that closed at five thirty, and half-day Wednesdays. Then they wondered why everyone hared off to Tesco’s in their cars.’ Hetty snorted. ‘My freezer was stuffed with food. Heavens, I used to spend whole days baking.’
         
 
         ‘You like cooking?’
 
         Hetty pondered. ‘No, I don’t,’ she answered slowly, in surprise. ‘Hot drudgery. I did it because, well, it was expected of me. I was a great hostess.’
 
         ‘Bet you were. No need now. Near here there’s Tesco’s, Safeway, Sainsbury’s, Asda, the lot. Ready meals. You got a microwave? Then you won’t starve. Pensioners’ bus goes to Sainsbury’s Tuesdays and Fridays. How old are you?’
 
         ‘Heavens, do I look like a pensioner?’
 
         Mrs A shrugged. ‘Can’t tell, can you? That Joan Collins, she’s older than me. Mutton dressed as lamb, but gorgeous with it.’
 
         ‘I’m – er – forty-seven. Nearly forty-eight. And I don’t have a car. So it’ll have to be the little shop at the garage.’
 
         It was a lie. Her last birthday had been her fiftieth, and not celebrated. Stephen had passed that mark two years before. Maybe that explained the changes in him: a mid-life crisis, a desire to postpone middle age. An attempt to recapture his carefree lost youth. Perhaps, it suddenly dawned on her, Stephen had wanted her out, needed pastures new himself. One thing was for sure: he would not be alone. Solitude was not his line.
         
 
         ‘Are you divorced, Mrs A?’ Helen was startled at her own question. What had happened to her natural reticence – to feeling ashamed?
 
         ‘Me? Nah, I’m a widder.’
 
         ‘Oh. I’m sorry.’
 
         ‘What for? Not your fault. Anyway, me and Thomas here suit each other. He’s no trouble, and I can say whatever nonsense comes into my head with no fear he’ll answer back. We gets on fine, don’t we, Thomas?’
 
         The cat yawned. A few more hairs worked loose and floated gently to the floor, as if the moulting animal were determined to leave its mark.
 
         Hetty remembered the estate agent’s comments. ‘One more thing, Mrs A. What about the neighbours?’
 
         The old woman chuckled. ‘You’ll meet ’em soon enough. You can be sociable or not, as you like. Next to me are the McDonalds and their kiddies. Down from Scotland, keeps themselves to themselves. Upstairs there’s two nice people living together, artistic types. You’ve got three girls renting number four next to you – right larks they get up to. They drink too much, if you ask me. I like a tipple meself, but not enough to pass out on the stairs. If you find one, just bang on their door and they’ll take her in. Top-floor flat belongs to a foreign couple, out of the country mostly. That’s the one over yours, so it’ll be quiet for you. Bin-men come on Thursdays and the post office is by the newsagent’s. Anything else?’
         
 
         ‘No, thank you.’ Hetty laughed. ‘God, I’m ravenous. Must go and get some dinner. D’you think they sell single-person packs at the garage?’
 
         ‘Oh, yes. I should put on a bit of lipstick before you go. It’s quite a pick-up joint for singles.’ Doris prodded Hetty’s knee with a stout finger, as if testing the plumpness of a chicken. ‘Or so I’m told.’
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Pick-up joint, huh,’ Hetty muttered, as she struggled back to the flat laden with plastic bags. The only men in the store, apart from motorists paying for petrol, had been the elderly Bangladeshi manager and a pimply boy lingering near the lighter fuel. The sole good-looking man, a tall figure in an Aran jumper, had left immediately she entered. ‘Anyway, I’m not interested. Why does everybody think I should be chasing men? Been there, done that. Got the scar tissue to prove it.’
 
         The answerphone light was blinking. Another infinitesimal shard of progress. Cards announcing her change of address and phone number had been sent off the day she had signed for the flat. The light felt like a confirmation that she existed in her new form. The Swallows, a swallow. Not yet a summer, but she had spread her wings.
 
         ‘Mum? Sally. You all right? I’m sorry I left in such a hurry. I’m worried about you, there on your own. I spoke to Granny. We should have a council of war so you can decide what you want to do. Maybe while Erik’s on his next tour of overseas duty. He seems to get sent abroad a lot at the moment. Men – we have to put up with them the way they are, don’t  we?’
         
 
         Her daughter’s voice wittered on until after ninety seconds the tape cut off suddenly, bleeped and went on to the next message. Hetty smiled grimly. Sally was currently in a relationship with a man about whom she was very cagey. At the same age, Hetty had been engaged and flat hunting with the love of her life. At least, Hetty consoled herself, she’d had years of happiness. And the kids. It was a lot to be thankful for.
 
         ‘Hetty? Do hope I’ve got the right number, darling. It’s Clarissa. Dreadfully sorry to hear what happened – I can’t believe it, not you, thought your marriage was a rock. Are you up for lunch? I can be a shoulder to cry on any time. How about a week on Tuesday? It’s on me. Lots of love. Call me.’
         
 
         Hetty fetched her diary, though it was hardly necessary. Apart from a final visit to her solicitor and the need to wait in for the central heating man, blank pages stretched ahead for months. Lunch, Tuesday? Certainly.
 
         ‘Hetty? Brother Larry here. Hope you’re okay moving in – sorry, like to help but we’re a bit pushed at work right now. Hey, listen, soon as you’re settled, Davinia and I would like you round. Supper, you know. Nothing elaborate. We’ll invite a few friends for you to meet. Can’t have you moping on your own, can we?’
         
 
         Larry, her only sibling, was three years older than Hetty. Larry and Davinia were not married. Publicly, boastfully, they lived together in a high, narrow house in Fulham with their two little boys and a sullen nanny on the top floor. Davinia was an advertising executive with an impressive client list; Larry did something lucrative with computers. Their favourite restaurant was the River Café, but they were not important enough to get a table on demand. Davinia was thirty-five, and was Larry’s third long-term partner. All his women had looked alike: big, robust blondes, whose starting age had crept up only slightly. This, however, was the first liaison to have produced children. The boys were aggressive and materialistic, miniature versions of their father. The prospect of being comforted by her brother and sister-in-law over quails’ eggs and ratatouille did not fill Hetty with delight. She made a note.
         
 
         ‘Hi, Hetty. Rosa here. Rosa Weston. Thanks for the message. Commiserations – sorry to hear your news. Never mind, some fabulous bloke will come crashing through the jungle to carry you away. Anyway, that’s my theory, though I’m still waiting. As for a job, well, budgets are tight. If you can accept peanuts, we could use another researcher. Fancy working in television again? Gimme a ring.’
         
 
         ‘Hi, Mum. It’s Peter. Hope you’re all right. Listen, my student loan hasn’t arrived – it’s two weeks late. Can you let me have some money?’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Hetty reached for the remote control and switched off the set. Her back ached from heaving boxes, two fingernails were broken, the plaster over a cut was dirty. A BirdsEye frozen lasagne had filled a gap, but the remains congealed in their polystyrene box were a dismal reminder of her lowered status. She must not let her standards slip. If it meant learning how to cook for one – for the first time ever – she would have to do it. There must be cookery books about it. Or maybe a TV series.
 
         On the other hand, it had not been a bad few days. Everything was in place, the new light-bulb inserted, the heating making the flat habitable, though a dank smell came from one corner where a radiator leaked. Photographs in frames sat on a half-full bookcase: the children, her mother, not Stephen. A bunch of tulips curved gracefully over the edges of a vase like a glowing pink fountain. A few minor treasures sat on the mantelpiece: a Lladró figurine, a collection of old perfume phials, their coloured glass ghostly in the light. Her bed was freshly made, her nightie wrapped around Peter’s childhood fluffy hot-water bottle to cheer her up. She was desperately tired.
         
 
         And her diary was no longer empty. Clarissa was a friend from schooldays, married to Robin. It came to Hetty that she did not know Robin well and had seen him through Clarissa’s eyes as easygoing and readily exploited. Her new position gave her another perspective. What were they really like? Would she get on with them as a couple now she was no longer a couple herself? Or would Clarissa, on her own, be part of the rescue party?
 
         The call from Peter was par for the course, and a cheque – a small one – was in the post to him. The brightest spark, the response that had made Hetty’s eyes light up, had come from Rosa. They had worked together years before, at the BBC, as underpaid young secretaries and researchers. Rosa had been one of the Shepherd’s Bush quartet, the most ambitious, the most sophisticated. Her own mother had originally come from Barbados and Rosa would joke that in certain politically correct circles her colour was a distinct advantage. They’d kept in touch, via Christmas cards; Rosa was on the Clarkson list for parties and birthday events, while invitations had occasionally arrived to launches of her television series. She worked for an independent company, these days. It had been natural to ask her advice, among others, about employment. It looked as if Rosa, more than anyone else, might come up with the goods.
 
         The new-home card had been moved to the small table. It was sweet of her mother to send it; amazing, given her busy social round, that she had remembered. The elegant widow of an army colonel, the old lady seldom sat still long. ‘I hardly know her, either,’ Hetty mused. ‘My own daughter hardly knows me. What a family we are. Or have been.’
 
         She found a piece of notepaper and an envelope. ‘Mum – Thank you for the card, much appreciated. When you get back from your travels, would you like to come round? Or, better still, shall we meet – go to a movie – whatever you’d like? I have a bit more time now.’ She stopped: it sounded too much like a plea. ‘I’m coping fine, so don’t feel concerned about me. But it’d be fun. I’d make it fun. Lots of love.’
 
         Hetty paused, pen in hand. Then she added, ‘PS Sally thinks we should have a proper discussion, to help me decide what to do next. Would you come? You might talk more sense than any of us.’
 
         
             

         
 
         It still felt weird, sleeping alone: no one else’s breathing by her ear, no heels and ankles in the wrong place, no sleepy gurgles from another’s alimentary canal. Nobody pinching most of the duvet on a cold night. No cold feet. Hetty smiled despite herself, then snuffled. She cuddled the hot-water bottle.
 
         And allowed herself a few tears.
 
         To her surprise the weepy feelings did not persist. Underneath, below the layers of bewilderment and despair, beneath the anger and the hot shame, beneath the fear of the unknown, somewhere deep inside, something new stirred, like a dormant volcano. Excitement.
         
 
         She rolled over, flat on her back. The hot-water bottle clutched over her heart made her pulse race. The ceiling above her was blank, smooth and empty. Like a sheet of paper in a typewriter, waiting for her to begin tapping.
         
 
         ‘I can write on there anything I want,’ Hetty whispered. ‘I can do what I want, go or stay, as I please. Don’t have to satisfy anybody else. How extraordinary! I am free of all obligations, other than to myself. I am me.’
         
 
         The thought made her hug the unprotesting hot-water bottle so hard she feared it might burst. In another moment she was asleep.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Three
            
 
            Council of War
            

         
 
         Hetty drank deeply. The second glass of supermarket wine would probably give her a headache, but so would the promised council of war. Sally was slumped on the sofa. By her side were a notebook turned to a blank page, an unopened packet of cigarettes and a half-eaten bowl of cashew nuts. In the best armchair sat Hetty’s mother, stylish and composed as ever, her silvery hair beautifully coiffed, charm bracelet jingling, a stuffed olive between finger and thumb. She was dressed in a grey trouser suit, legs crossed at the ankle. Size twelve, Hetty guessed. She sucked in her stomach.
         
 
         ‘Are you quite sure, darling, that this is the right place for you?’ Her mother’s tone was oleaginous, her roaming eyes disapproving. The white chrysanthemums she had brought were too large for their vase and looked wintry.
 
         Hetty shrugged. ‘It was all I could afford, unless I wanted to start borrowing heavily, and for that I’d need steady employment.’
 
         ‘Perhaps, dear, you shouldn’t have allowed Stephen to keep the house. You put yourself at a serious disadvantage.’
 
         ‘Did I? If I’d made a fuss, I’d have been stuck with bad feeling, six bedrooms and a lot of neighbours taking sides for and against. No thanks.’
 
         ‘Have they set the wedding day yet?’ This from Sally, who would expect to be invited. The girl was not famous for her tact.
 
         ‘No. They can’t get a licence till the decree absolute comes through. To be frank, I suspect they may hold off for a bit. See if it works. Your father has his practical side.’
 
         Sally snorted. ‘But what will you do for money? You haven’t earned a living in years – Dad’s settlement won’t last for ever.’
 
         Hetty had not revealed that, after the first few months, no further maintenance payments were in the offing. It had seemed to her wrong to expect Stephen to pay for two households from one income when she was perfectly capable of looking after herself. It might also have undermined his new relationship; revenge was not on her mind. She decided against telling them about Rosa’s call, since nothing might come of it. ‘I shall get a job. I’ve made a few enquiries, and we’ll see.’
 
         ‘I can’t quite grasp,’ her mother said – a slight deafness meant that she occasionally missed snippets of conversation, though wild dogs from hell would not have drawn the admission from her lips – ‘why you didn’t want to be left with the house. You could have sold it. Bought something better than this.’
         
 
         ‘I doubt it. This flat cost as much as a fair-sized country property. The Swallows is not exactly a dosser’s joint.’ Hetty prayed silently that that was true. ‘It’s done now. This is my new address. I think I could be quite content here. It’s no worse than anywhere else.’
 
         A silence fell, during which Hetty and Sally both drained their glasses. Hetty fetched a second bottle and opened a packet of Ritz crackers. She was not up to cooking a meal for them, and nor yet was the kitchen.
 
         ‘Why London, though?’ Sally again. Hetty noticed that a few scrawls had appeared on the notebook. A single unlit cigarette had emerged from the packet, as if begging permission to be smoked.
         
 
         ‘Why not?’
 
         ‘Well, you and Dad lived the rural idyll for yonks. A quiet life, but one that loads of people would give their eye-teeth for. Suddenly you throw it over to bury yourself in this urban wasteland. I don’t get it.’
 
         ‘Because …’ Hetty hesitated, ‘… this is a contrast. That was a very conservative life. I was occupied, even though I didn’t have paid work. But when I look back, perhaps it wasn’t quite enough. Or was heading that way. I think underneath I was a bit restless.’
 
         These remarks drew blank looks from both women. Hetty groaned inwardly. This might be an exercise in misunderstanding. Was she so hopeless at making herself clear? Or was it that her ideas were still muddled? Maybe she was expressing views neither her daughter nor her mother could credit. She tried again.
 
         ‘If I had stayed, much of what I’d busied myself with would have vanished into thin air. Divorced women in a traditional setting have a tricky time. Everyone’s scared of them – even I used to be. They’re seen either as unfortunate or as a threat. I’d have had to give up the parochial church council for a start, and sit by myself in church. Then I’d have been pursued by slippy local men who saw me as fair game with black looks from their wives, and had to put up with nosy-parkers on my meals-on-wheels round giving me their opinions. Or pity. That’s a recipe for terminal decline. Not ready for that.’
 
         Sally frowned. ‘So how will you pass the time? You’re not going to be one of those dotty women who goes shoplifting for fun, are you? I can’t come and bail you out.’
 
         ‘Don’t talk rubbish. I’m not about to start breaking the law. More likely to find the local library and start reading Proust.’
 
         More blank looks. ‘I shouldn’t, dear,’ her mother said. ‘It sounds dangerous.’
 
         Sally refused to be deflected. ‘Come on, how many years is it since you’ve lived on your own? Or have you ever?’
 
         Hetty considered. ‘No, you’re right. I never have. At college I was in the hall of residence. Then in the early days at Television Centre I shared digs in Shepherd’s Bush with three other girls. We lived on Ski yoghurt and Vesta dried meals, and had a whale of a time. I met your father and fell head over heels. We started off with a tiny pad in Ladbroke Grove. Proper little love-nest. We were happy. In those days.’
 
         ‘See? You can’t possibly live by yourself. You’ll be so lonely. You’ll never get used to it. It’s awful.’ Sally lunged for the cigarette and disappeared into the kitchen to find an ashtray. She emerged with the cigarette lit, a saucer in her hand and gloomy defiance on her face. ‘Don’t tell me I can’t, please, Mum. It’s hard enough trying to sort you out. Doing it in a smoke-free zone is beyond me.’ She returned to the sofa.
 
         ‘You aren’t going to take up smoking, are you?’ Hetty’s mother sat up sharply. ‘It’s dreadfully bad for the skin. Especially for older women.’
 
         Hetty and Sally exchanged glances, then both smiled. It was the first time any of them had smiled. Hetty relaxed a little and munched a cracker. ‘About as likely as Proust, Mother. That’s not an issue,’ she answered, and was careful to make her voice soothing.
 
         ‘Staying single,’ Sally prompted. ‘Is that definitely the game plan?’
 
         ‘I don’t know. But why not?’
 
         ‘You can’t manage on your own. Nobody could, in your circumstances.’
         
 
         ‘Your grandmother does. Has for years,’ Hetty answered, with a nod in the older woman’s direction.
         
 
         ‘That’s different,’ her mother retorted. ‘We learned self-reliance in the war. Never short of a date then.’ Her eyes became dreamy. ‘Anyway, at my age there are so few men left. The rest are too decrepit for words. The ones who want a wife don’t deserve one. Or else they’re after a housemaid, cook and nurse in one.’ She glared. ‘I’ve washed enough dirty socks in my time, and wiped bottoms. I’m not about to start again.’
 
         Hetty and Sally giggled, and took refuge in their wine. ‘I feel much the same,’ Hetty responded at last, ‘though for the moment being alone is simply the result of being the innocent party in a divorce. It was devastating, but I don’t intend to get bitter if I can avoid it. On the other hand, I’m not about to pick up any old bloke on the rebound.’
 
         ‘Maybe that’s exactly what you should do.’ Sally brightened. ‘Find somebody else quickly, while you still can.’ Hetty brooded. Most of the crackers had gone. She tipped up the packet; salty crumbs cascaded on to the carpet. ‘Damn,’ she said, then shrugged. ‘But is that all there is? Hunting down a replacement for my erring ex? Isn’t there more to look forward to than that? Here I am, in the midst of the world’s greatest metropolis, compos mentis, more or less solvent and fancy-free. Lord, I sound like one of those contact ads in the Daily Telegraph.’ She struggled. ‘Up till this month I’ve lived with, and for, other people. My entire life, Sally, has revolved round other people – your father, Peter, you. Perhaps it’s time to find out what I want, how I’d like to spend my time. Who with. With nobody, maybe.’
         
 
         Sally dragged on the cigarette. ‘You’ll suffer from depression. Do you know what SAD means? Single and desperate. I’m seriously worried about you.’
 
         ‘I’ll manage – you’ll see. I’ll have to. And it might save me giving in to the pressure, and inviting you to come and live with me,’ Hetty added wryly.
 
         Sally looked aghast. ‘I don’t think that would be wise. Erik, for example. It’d put him off.’
 
         ‘Yes, I can see that,’ Hetty drawled. ‘And maybe, if I follow your advice and go chasing men, it’d cramp my style, too. There are advantages in living alone.’
 
         ‘You don’t mean it,’ Sally chided. ‘You’re probably still in love with Dad. Aren’t you?’
 
         Hetty sighed. ‘Maybe. We were together half our lifetimes. We had a lot of good years – in fact, I assumed it would simply go on for ever. My mistake.’
 
         Sally leaned back, eyes closed. It is so obvious, Hetty thought, that she longs for what I had. Happy marriage is still the ideal. How astonishing that they had never had this conversation before, these three women; it was as if they had never communicated anything of import till now. It had taken heartbreak to bring them together.
 
         Hetty’s head ached. She rose and put the empty wine bottle on the mantelpiece. There she played with the perfume phials, rearranging them, lifting each up to catch the light. ‘Loads of options, now,’ she observed. She prodded the wine bottle. ‘This is one, since I no longer have to be ultra-respectable. Or I could get fat – comfort eating can be very nice. Or become SAD, a depressive, and make a career of crying for help.’ She began to move an ornament with each sentence. ‘That’s three. I could, however, be sensible – get a job, find a new church and a local charity to potter about in. According to you two, I could chase men or be chased by them. That’s seven – or is it eight?’
         
 
         ‘You could go back to the country on your own and make a go of it there,’ said Sally.
         
 
         ‘A recipe for genteel poverty. This is where the work is.’
 
         ‘You could go back to Dad.’ Sally again.
         
 
         Hetty’s chin came up. ‘That’s ten. Enough.’
 
         She put the gewgaws back in their original places, then laughed. ‘In a year or so we’ll see what I’ve done. Whether I’ve survived or not. Along with my ten green bottles.’
 
         ‘Chasing men isn’t the problem,’ the old lady said loudly. Her speech had become slower and grander: she, too, had drunk more than her normal quantity on an empty stomach. ‘It’s spotting the defects from the distance, so you can be choosy. Then, if they’re any good, catching them and holding on to them.’
 
         ‘All advice gratefully received, but I’m not sure that’s on the agenda. Yet.’
 
         ‘You’ve been hurt. I can see that.’ Sally spoke quietly. ‘I’m impressed that you’re putting on a brave front. But there are lots of ways you could meet new men, and make friends. Not just those Telegraph ads. Even if you didn’t want to … you know. Take it any further.’
         
 
         Hetty was drinking her fourth glass of wine. Her tongue was loosened and she giggled again. ‘Oh, Lord, Sally, sex with strangers. Are you about to warn me to carry condoms?’
 
         Sally gaped. The old lady swivelled round in her chair and stared. ‘If you go chasing men, dear, do choose clean ones,’ she said.
         
 
         ‘Yes, Mother,’ Hetty answered, and hiccupped slightly.
 
         Sally stubbed out her cigarette and immediately lit another. ‘We haven’t decided anything and it’s getting late. What are you going to do?’
 
         Hetty remembered the pizza leaflet and made a decision. ‘Enough talk for one night. I am going to phone out for a Meat Feast with garlic bread,’ she announced. ‘With chocolate chip ice cream to follow. Would anybody like to join me?’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Four
            
 
            The Odd Couple
            

         
 
         Hetty was beginning to find her bearings. The children from the downstairs flat, whom she took to be the McDonalds’, had scurried past her one morning. A boy and a girl, aged about five or six, though not twins, in the uniform of the nearby primary school. Mrs McDonald, a dumpy woman in her mid-forties, had bobbed quickly behind them with an anxious look, carrier-bag on her arm. There had been no time to exchange pleasantries, and Mrs McDonald did not appear to want to. You can be sociable or not as you wish, Mrs A had said; apparently, the McDonalds did not wish.
 
         Mrs A would greet her cheerily; indeed, made it her business to greet everyone who came near the block, often by leaning out of the window. It must be her method, Hetty reckoned, of coping with life alone, though ‘alone’ was hardly an apt description. Some of those the woman hailed would accept her offer of a cup of tea, as Hetty had. The postman did every Saturday, the milkman on pay-days, though he confided in a whisper to Hetty that that meant The Swallows had to be at the end of his round.
 
         The newsagent did not deliver. ‘I’m here from five a.m.,’ he whined. ‘Enough.’ To spite him, Hetty bought a copy of the Big Issue from a scruffy man who crouched on an orange-box nearby, and whom she had seen roundly cursed by the shopkeeper.
         
 
         The Big Issue seller had looked her over in a fashion that made Hetty distinctly uneasy. She hoped he would not start following her home. He was dirty, his oiled jacket greasy with caked food, his fingers brown from cigarettes. One lip had an ulcer. Whatever he had been before fate brought him to this, he was not a pretty sight.
         
 
         She was musing thus in the little supermarket, and thinking that she should not make snap judgements: perhaps the man had had bad luck and his current state was not his fault. Maybe selling the magazine was his first small step back to civilisation. She joined the queue absentmindedly.

         Suddenly another image came into her view. And made her stare openly.

         This man was impossibly handsome, with a shock of tousled golden hair, blue eyed. Over six foot. Probably around thirteen and a half stone. Breathtaking. He was in the queue ahead of her. Hetty rebuked herself. She might not be in the business of chasing men, but it was undeniable that she had begun to notice them, both good and bad. Unfortunately, her taste and preferences had been formed years before, when she was a twenty-something on the lookout. This sort of man, so tall, his lean body hinting at some athleticism – did he play squash? cricket? – was exactly the type that had once made her catch her breath in wonder. At a guess, however, he was of an age to be her son.
 
         ‘Hi,’ he said, his voice deep. His jaw was prominent, the nose Roman, the chin dimpled. Above the green round-necked sweater his Adam’s apple moved gently up and down, as if saluting her independently.
 
         Hetty was startled. It was one thing to daydream, surreptitiously spying the man’s basket to see whether he was buying for two. It was another to have the vision open its mouth and speak to her.
 
         ‘Hi,’ he said again, and grinned. ‘Aren’t you the new resident at The Swallows?’
 
         ‘Oh!’ Hetty found her voice. ‘You mean the flats on Aviary Road? I’ve just moved in, yes.’ She was about to add, ‘Flat three,’ then remembered to be circumspect with strangers. He may look an angel, but you couldn’t tell. ‘I’ve bought it. Why?’
         
 
         ‘Because that’s where I live. Upstairs from you.’ Then he must know her number. Of course: it had been on the for-sale sign.
 
         ‘Really?’ He must be one of the artistic types Mrs A had mentioned. No doubt about it, as the azure eyes gazed down at her. If the rest of the neighbours were as ‘odd’ as this, her days at The Swallows could be … enjoyable. If frustrating. She was not about to go in for baby-snatching. Maybe he had an older brother.
 
         ‘My name’s Christian,’ he told her, as his basket was taken from him by the cashier. ‘It’s not bad round here, don’t you think?’
 
         Hetty nodded as her own meagre groceries were charged. She gave her name and began to tell him her circumstances, then trailed off. If she were to start afresh, as she meant to – as she must – then offering a sob-story as the opening to every conversation would have to stop. Dorset, the Aga and the four-poster bed were gone. It was foolish to dwell on them. Or to seek sympathy. She squared her shoulders.
 
         What would Mrs A have done? The old woman seemed to make a success of singledom.
 
         ‘Are you going back there now?’ Hetty asked. ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ Mentally she checked: the crockery had been unpacked and washed. There was milk in the fridge, two kinds of tea in the cupboard, and plenty of biscuits. She smiled encouragingly.
 
         ‘I’d love one, Mrs Clarkson.’ He smiled back.
 
         Hetty felt her heart skip a beat. Her new life had started.
 
         
             

         
 
         The answerphone was blinking as she opened the door. Christian indicated his bags with an easy politeness. ‘I’ll go and dispose of these then come back.’
 
         ‘Hello, Hetty, dear. This is Mum. Back from my latest jaunt. Scotland this time – chilly! Are you in tonight? I’ll come round and we can have supper. Forgive me neglecting you. I’ll bring my photos. Edinburgh was wonderful …’
         
 
         ‘Damn!’ Hetty’s first reaction was the realisation that, while entertaining a neighbour to tea was well within her capacity, cooking for her mother in an unfamiliar kitchen still was not. The freezer section of her modest fridge contained only ice cubes and a piece of frozen salmon. There was no time to shop again. In any case, she did not feel like cooking. A tinge of resentment surfaced, quickly suppressed. Her own attitudes had shifted alarmingly already: in her previous incarnation, refusing to serve a four-course dinner on demand would have been unthinkable.
 
         ‘Christian,’ she said, as the boy tapped at the open door then strolled in, ‘if you wanted to take a girlfriend out to eat, somewhere in walking distance, nice but not too expensive, where would you go?’
 
         The eyebrows shot up. ‘Well,’ he said uncertainly, ‘you could try Chez Bruce. Just by the station. Quite fair food and ambience.’
         
 
         ‘My mum is a much-travelled lady. D’you think she’d like it?’
 
         Christian visibly relaxed. ‘Rather. I take mine there sometimes and she loves it.’
 
         ‘That’s settled, then.’ Hetty felt inordinately relieved. Tea was duly made, Earl Grey, and served quite respectably in a teapot, with almond biscuits on a doily on a plate. ‘Tell me about yourself,’ Hetty invited. ‘What do you do?’
         
 
         ‘I’m an actor. With the Old Vic company. We go into rehearsals next week for the Pinter revival.’ His chest swelled with pride. ‘That’s why I’m home at the moment, but once we get cracking it’s a fourteen-hour day. Exhausting.’ He rolled his exquisite eyes and puffed out his cheeks.
 
         ‘And do you live here alone?’ Hetty could not recall what else Mrs A had said, but this was a tactful way to find out more.
 
         ‘No, with my partner. We’ve been together five years.’
 
         ‘Ah.’ Hetty was cross with herself for feeling disappointed. She was not about to fall in love, and certainly not with someone who could not recall Abba first time round, but it did no harm to admire beauty and to take vicarious pleasure in it. Friends were to be garnered where they could be found. She and Stephen had enjoyed going to the theatre, but despite her early BBC experience, no current actors or theatricals were among their acquaintance. This was something new, and to be savoured.
 
         ‘Is your partner an actress too?’
 
         ‘Actor, not actress. They hate being called actresses. That’s what women were called in the days when stage-door johnnies were also part of the scene.’
 
         ‘Sorry,’ Hetty simpered. ‘Aren’t they still? Don’t men still hang about the stage door waiting for their favourites?’
 
         Christian chuckled in a knowing way. ‘They do, Mrs Clarkson, but they’re just as likely to be waiting for the male lead.’
 
         ‘Oh!’
 
         He put his head to one side. ‘Is that a problem, Mrs Clarkson?’
 
         ‘Call me Hetty.’ She thought for a moment. ‘Well, I have to admit, I don’t know any … homosexuals. I did, years ago – must have, I suppose. And there were a couple of teachers living together in a cottage in the village. But one didn’t mix with them.’
 
         ‘Why not?’
 
         ‘I’d have thought that would be obvious. One worries about people like that being teachers, for a start. Apart from anything else, I have a teenage son. And my husband had views on the matter. We wouldn’t have wanted anybody’s feelings to be hurt. It was a small village.’
         
 
         ‘You don’t think maybe their feelings were hurt at being left out?’
 
         ‘No, why should they have been? They had their own circle. I imagine.’ Hetty halted, uncertain. ‘Where’s this conversation going, Christian? Are you a campaigner, or something? I know there are lots of gays in your profession – is that it?’
 
         ‘Thank you for the tea,’ the boy said, and stood up, though with no indication of hurry.
 
         Hetty rose hastily. ‘Have I upset you? I’m sorry. I thought –’
 
         ‘No, Hetty, you didn’t think. I’m an actor, and my partner is not. He’s a senior producer, quite well known.’
 
         ‘He? But you said she –’
 
         ‘I said nothing of the sort. We’re gay, Mrs Clarkson. Both of us. And your son would have been perfectly safe in our company. Now I must go.’
 
         
             

         
 
         It was an incident she did not feel she could share with her mother, or with Sally. But living in such close proximity – she could not avoid seeing Christian on the stairs, and realised that the older, greyer man who had nodded at her vaguely on the front path was probably his partner – she would have to find a way to make amends. The discussion, her stupidity and unthinking rudeness, made her go hot every time the words came back into her mind. She felt tortured by them for the rest of the day.
         
 
         Eventually she wrote a note, the first on her new notepaper. ‘Christian, I am sorry if I was rude. I didn’t know, but that’s no excuse. Hope you’ll forgive me. I’d like to meet your partner, if that’s okay with you both – sorry, I don’t know his name. What would you like – a glass of wine, maybe? Hetty.’ Then she scribbled underneath, ‘Don’t call this evening. I don’t think my mum would understand. Anyway we’ll be out – I booked a table at Chez Bruce as you suggested.’ That, she suddenly saw, was both redundant and compounded the rudeness. She tore up the note and started again, using only the first three sentences. Then she bit the end of the biro and thought hard. At last she gave a little whoop of delight and wrote underneath, ‘When your play is on, I’d love to come and see it. Would that be possible? Could you let me have more details?’ And added, ‘Love, Hetty.’
 
         A strange kind of love. If Christian and his partner ignored the note, she would have been rebuffed, and have deserved it. And would know better next time. But they were ‘luvvies’, weren’t they? Lots of people in London were. If she were to avoid the loneliness that Sally obviously regarded as her lot, then it was up to her to make an effort. That included learning to speak other languages, however foreign they seemed.
 
         Anyway, she meant it. It’d be fun to go to the theatre, to a preview or maybe at the start of the run when everyone was still keen, and to be able to say to the person in the next seat, ‘I know that young man. Isn’t he great?’ It would be participating instead of standing on the sidelines. And there would be no dashing away to catch the last train. If she were invited for drinks afterwards she could go …
 
         That was gazing too far ahead. For the moment, she had been taught a sharp lesson.
 
         
             

         
 
         Hetty’s mother, despite her seventy-three years, could still cut quite a dash. In the restaurant, in her navy suit, Peggy Morris looked ten years younger than her age. Hetty felt dowdy beside her: under the influence of comfort eating (the easy sin – those darned biscuits), her own waist was spreading and her size had crept up to a fourteen.
 
         ‘Wonderful. How did you find this place?’ Peggy was tucking into Bruce’s calamari in Chardonnay with gusto. Without waiting for the answer, she continued, ‘I must say, it’s an improvement on that ghastly steak house in that village of yours. At my age one gets picky. I’m not sure I can cope with Saga coach cuisine much longer. Too many chips.’
 
         Hetty paused, a french-fried potato and a slice of peppered steak speared on her fork. Her mother had always been a strong personality. Had she spent more time in Hetty’s vicinity, with Stephen nearby, there would have been little left of Hetty Clarkson. Now was not the moment to kowtow to her. Hetty raised the fork defiantly and ate. ‘Thank you for your ideas on the night of the council of war,’ she ventured. ‘I was grateful. You hadn’t said much about my divorce.’
 
         The old lady chuckled and poured another glass of Moselle. ‘Frankly, what did you see in him?’
         
 
         ‘Stephen? That’s easy. I loved him.’
 
         ‘Honestly – and you never suspected?’
 
         ‘I adored him – blindly, yes. He was a fine-looking man, he could be totally kind, was charming, generous. He was intelligent, successful and well thought-of. I still think I chose well. And, remember, I was a free agent – I could do what I wanted with my day. That’s not so common.’
 
         ‘But he was unfaithful.’
 
         Hetty sighed. ‘I see it now, though I was completely naive then. Her husband guessed, but I didn’t. Perhaps my ignorance was no bad thing – it kept my home intact as long as was necessary for the children.’
 
         ‘Huh!’ Peggy sniffed. ‘Your marriage trivialised you. Turned you into a doll.’
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘Something else you weren’t aware of. Made you brainless, darling. You’re better off without him. You have a brain, now you’re going to have to use it.’ The empty plate was pushed away with an air of regret. ‘Do you no harm to have to stand on your own two feet. You might even enjoy it.’
 
         ‘But what do you mean “trivialised” me? I couldn’t have competed with Stephen. He was so able. And I wouldn’t have wanted to try. I played it low-key in company – you can’t have two prima donnas in a family. One has to take a back seat, support the other. I’m a bit shy, really. Right now there are moments when I’m bloody terrified.’ Hetty drained her glass – anything not to meet her mother’s candid gaze. The alcohol was making her maudlin. ‘I’ve none of the social skills I’m going to need. I’m trained and experienced as a wife. There are no etiquette books written for women like me.’
 
         ‘So I’m right. He helped make you what you are. Correct?’
 
         ‘Correct.’ Hetty’s voice was low. ‘Don’t push, Mother. You could say my confidence is a bit low at present. For all my bravado, I’m not sure how I’ll manage on my own.’
 
         The plates were cleared, menus re-presented. The two women dallied over the choice of dessert as Hetty struggled to understand her own emotions. A woman’s role: that was how she had seen it, and had taken an inordinate pride in her fulfilment of it.
 
         ‘It wasn’t that easy, keeping a big house running, and being a stay-at-home wife,’ she continued. ‘I did the lot, as was expected of me: I was a school governor, I stage-managed the village pantomime, I helped out whenever anyone asked. A vanishing breed, they called me.’
 
         ‘And now you can see why.’
 
         ‘Too darned right.’ The Death by Chocolate arrived, a darkly gooey contrast to her mother’s sorbet. ‘I entertained Stephen’s business colleagues and their tedious wives – whole weekends of it. Endlessly cooking and weeding and clearing up and laundry, even though we had help in the house. No wonder the kids are so helpless. They think toothpaste grows in the tube and loo rolls reproduce by magic. I don’t think either of them can boil an egg.’
 
         ‘Don’t put yourself down too much, Hetty. Your stamina always used to amaze me. Though I did wonder. You’re not stupid, dear, and never have been.’
 
         Hetty pouted. ‘Many women, frantically juggling home, family, garden, and a career on top, would have been quite jealous. Many children suffered far worse. I made my bed and was content to lie on it.’
 
         ‘A bed – or a doormat?’ An elegant eyebrow was raised. Hetty nodded sadly.
         
 
         ‘Overdid it. And had no fall-back. What happens when the kids have gone? When the husband gets restless? Sometimes I did feel a little under-appreciated, but then I’d tell myself that that was women’s lot through the ages too.’
 
         ‘Not any more.’
 
         ‘No. But what is my lot? The world is full of couples, or people wanting to be couples. I’m single. I really don’t want either the loneliness, or the indignity of trying to start again.’ The luscious dessert was nearly finished. With an effort, Hetty refrained from eating the crumbs.
 
         ‘But there are loads of people like you!’ her mother cried. ‘Single women, and men! Didn’t I read somewhere that we have the highest divorce rate in Europe?’
 
         ‘Probably in your Saga magazine,’ Hetty responded grimly. ‘And it’d be higher if more people got married in the first place. That’s no help. Sad divorced men aren’t my cup of tea. Remarriage seems to me, right now, a thoroughly bad idea.’
 
         ‘I wasn’t suggesting that,’ her mother retorted.
 
         ‘But do you see? Most single girls are doing just that – looking for a bloke, desperately seeking a husband, home, mortgage, children, the lot. What about those of us who are not into that game? Not least because we’re beyond it. Beyond having more kids, I mean, and probably too old to get another twenty-five-year mortgage. But not past having ambitions and hopes. Not too old to want to have fun.’ She paused, breathless, and startled at her own temerity.
         
 
         ‘The men have it easier. They can’t manage by themselves at all, poor dears.’ Peggy chuckled deeply, as if at some long-forgotten memory not to be shared. ‘You’re right, darling. A man of fifty can start again – might be quite a catch, if he’s kept himself in trim. New family – why not? Proves something about him.’
 
         ‘What, exactly?’
 
         ‘That he can still get it up, aim it at the right place and fire live ammunition at will.’
 
         ‘Mother, you’re disgusting. There must have been extra alcohol in that sorbet.’ Hetty laughed, despite herself.
 
         Her mother smiled wickedly. ‘You should start listing your advantages,’ she continued. ‘You’re not about to get pregnant. You don’t want to tie a man down. You can be mature and fascinating at the same time – remember Cleopatra or Katherine Hepburn or Marlene Dietrich. They had no trouble attracting men well into old age. And neither have I.’
 
         ‘This is my mother?’ Hetty asked the air in wonder. ‘This is solidarity? Suppose, however, that I might like to fill my life in other ways. Forget men, and find other things to fill that brain you so admire.’
 
         ‘Fine. But don’t forget the men,’ her mother admonished. ‘I can only tell you my recipe,’ she offered. When your father was alive, we went all over the world with his postings, and I had a marvellous time. If he’d strayed one tiny inch I’d have cut his balls off, and he knew it. When he died, I grieved – not just for him but for myself. Then I did three things.’
 
         Hetty raised her eyes. ‘And those were?’
 
         ‘Counted my money: sufficient. Renewed my passport. And had a face-lift.’
 
         ‘You didn’t!’
 
         ‘I did.’
         
 
         ‘You never told me!’
 
         ‘Don’t have to tell you everything, dear, and I don’t expect you to confide in me either, unless you want to. But one more point. Some of this you should keep to yourself. I’m not sure Sally is quite ready for this kind of conversation, and of course Peter, darling grandson though he is, never will be. This is a woman’s world, quite different from a man’s. A singles world – a universe apart from couples and your old life. And believe me, darling, it can be fabulous. Wait and see.’
 
         The stylish old lady picked up the empty bottle. ‘Another?’
 
         
             

         
 
         They went back to the flat for coffee. On the mat was a small white envelope. Inside, a photocard of Christian, professionally done, looking his moody best, the shadows across his face bringing out the jutting jaw and cleft chin. ‘Love to see you at the theatre. Come to the first night. Two tickets await you at the box office. Knock one evening before then. Take us as you find us. Love, C.’
 
         Later, her dinner companion sent home in a taxi, her head pounding from too much wine, Hetty lay in bed and let her mind rove. Her mother might have judged Stephen accurately, but Hetty remained sure that he had been splendid to begin with. She had not made a mistake in marrying him or in wanting to be married. She was not about to write off her entire previous existence, or abandon all her old values.
 
         Now it was her turn. No compromises. No going back. New languages. Getting to know strangers. Odd couples. Getting to know people who had been strangers, like her mother. Telling white lies – about her age. Keeping secrets. Her mother had had a face-lift? Ye gods! Was that the future?
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Two days later, a Sunday morning.
 
         Hetty had slept fitfully, though the hot-water bottle had been relegated to the cupboard under the sink and a glass of wine had replaced cocoa before going to bed. She had jollied up the flat with a bunch of lilies, then realised they looked like funeral flowers and bought a scarlet cyclamen instead. She had explored the common, trudged across its windy wastes, discovered a whole shopping centre on the far side complete with a bus stop. A pot of apricot emulsion had brightened the kitchen. W.H. Smith’s had a bewildering plethora of cookbooks. The ubiquitous Delia Smith must be psychic: One Is Fun was relentlessly spot on. Or maybe, Hetty reflected, her situation was all too commonplace in the modern world, and Delia knew it.
         
 
         And she had started to live sloppily, in a sweater and jeans, with no makeup, no nail varnish, her hair a mess. That would not do. As she yawned into the bathroom mirror, dressing-gown askew, one more item was added to a growing list: find a hairdresser and smarten up. Preferably before seeing Rosa next week. Maybe Christian could recommend one? It was the sort of thing a gay man might know. Would he take umbrage if asked? What was patronising and what wasn’t? She would call on them tonight – Sunday might be a free day for theatricals.
 
         There was a noise outside the door. It sounded as if somebody had dropped a heavy bag. Hetty cocked her head and listened. Another noise: as if the bag was being rolled about. Then a long drawn-out wail, low and heartfelt. And a dull bang, something being thrown against the wall.
         
 
         This could not be ignored. Hetty rose, tied her dressing-gown decorously, tiptoed down her narrow hallway and peered through the peephole. She could see nothing. Cautiously she opened the door a few inches, only to have it crash inwards with the weight of the heavy thing leaning against it.
 
         ‘Oh!’ Hetty jumped backwards, as the thing opened its mouth and sent forth a jet of yellow vomit on to the mat, just missing Hetty’s slippers. A dribble slid over a black T-shirt and jeans stretched over plump thighs.
         
 
         ‘Yurk!’ said the thing, and retched. On the far side of the lobby an empty vodka bottle rolled tipsily where it had been thrown. ‘Yurk! Oh, God. I want to die …’
 
         Hetty ran to fetch an old towel and tried first to clean up the thing – a fat girl, flushed and gabbling – then the floor. The job was hopeless: no sooner had one slimy mess been wiped away than another stream surged forth. Hetty squatted on her haunches, a hand on the girl’s shoulder. Last time something like this had occurred had been at Sally’s twenty-first when some of her pals had hit the Amaretto.
 
         ‘Hello, I’m Hetty,’ she said, uncertainly. ‘Who are you? What’s the matter? Can you stand up?’
 
         ‘I’m Annabel. Live there.’ She gestured drunkenly at the opposite flat. ‘And I’m too fat. He said so. I wanna die …’
         
 
         ‘No, you don’t. Come on, Annabel, can you get up? Then at least I can get you into the bathroom and you can be sick in the –’
 
         ‘No-o-o!’ the girl howled, as she struggled to her feet. ‘He doesn’t love me. He said so. He loves Flo!’
 
         A small brown bottle fell from her inert fingers. Hetty picked it up then glanced sharply at the girl. ‘Aspirin? You haven’t taken the whole lot, have you? And the vodka? God in heaven. Wait! I’ll call an ambulance.’
 
         Ten minutes later an anxious Hetty, her dressing-gown stained and smelly, saw off the paramedics with their red-blanketed charge, but declined the offer to travel with her to hospital. An unshaven man from the flat opposite had volunteered instead. His sheepish manner suggested that he knew the cause of Annabel’s anguish; the girl clung to his hand pathetically.
 
         There was so much gunge to clean up. It was everywhere – in the hall, the bathroom, the lobby. To paraphrase Lady Macbeth, who would have thought the young woman had so much sick in her? One thing every mother knew, Hetty reflected gloomily, was what bodily fluids looked like. On the other hand, it had probably saved the girl’s life.
 
         She threw her dressing-gown, nightie, the towels and bathmat into the washing-machine with a double measure of bleach and set it to wash at the highest temperature. While the machine whirred, she treated herself to a shower and realised she was shaking.
 
         A cry for help. But to what avail? No man is worth that. Especially if his evaluation of the girl stretched to her girth and nothing else. As if only her appearance mattered, and not her soul or her – brain.
         
 
         Annabel. One of the girls living in flat four. Odd neighbours, indeed.
 
         Whatever next?
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Five
            
 
            First Steps
            

         
 
         Hetty pushed a stray lock of hair from her eyes and handed over the Harrods, Nicole Farhi and Harvey Nichols bags with relief. Her fingers were raw from carrying them.
 
         ‘I am exhausted. Heavens, Clarissa, how often do you do this?’
         
 
         They were in a narrow stone-flagged lobby. A circular marble staircase curled behind and above. Opera music – Tosca? – floated down, with the sound of tinkling glasses and a murmur of well-bred voices. ‘Is this new? I don’t recall Stephen ever mentioning it.’
         
 
         ‘Darling!’ Clarissa feigned surprise. The charm bracelet jingled. ‘Christopher’s is the place. It was in Harper’s and Queen.’
         
 
         ‘It used to be the National Liberal Club,’ said the receptionist. She was a thin, angular girl with a fashionably wild haircut. She jerked her head skywards. ‘Lots of intrigues. Government disasters and that. Years ago, of course.’
 
         ‘And men only, I’ll bet,’ Clarissa added. ‘Wasn’t it a brothel once, too? Lucky devils.’
 
         The airy upstairs room was sparsely furnished: minimalist was in, Hetty noticed. A polished plank floor, pale drapes, colour-washed stone walls, simple ironwork tables with white linen. The flowery fabrics and Laura Ashley style left behind in Dorset suddenly seemed impossibly twee. She tugged down the new jacket and wished the trousers did not chafe so. Perhaps size sixteen would have been wiser.
 
         They were seated by the oriole window. Hetty could see the colonnaded Lyceum Theatre opposite, the activity at its stage door – it must be a matinee day – and caught the bustle of taxis and a fruit-stall in the street below. She wriggled her shoulders. ‘Thanks, Clarissa. You’re a pal. I love my new suit.’
 
         The menus arrived. Hetty was about to order lamb in red wine with roast potatoes, then checked herself. Her mother had set an example. ‘The seafood,’ she said, ‘and a salad.’
 
         ‘And to drink, madam?’ Like the receptionist, the waiter was young and skinny with a gelled hairdo that had taken much art to appear as if he had just got out of bed.
 
         ‘It’s on me, remember. Let’s celebrate.’ Clarissa smiled sweetly at the youth. ‘Two glasses of champagne, please.’
 
         ‘What are we celebrating?’
 
         ‘Oh, I dunno. Your divorce? Did you screw him for a lot of money? Will you get the house?’
 
         ‘Lord, no. I got enough to buy the flat, and to tide me over. Stephen still has a hefty mortgage, and we have to think of Peter – it’s his home too. Anyway, I didn’t want it.’
 
         ‘But it’s worth a packet! You mean, you walked away?’
 
         Hetty shrugged.
 
         ‘You’re crazy. You should have nailed his ears to the wall. I would have.’
 
         The seafood was beautifully served in a shallow soup dish with a knife, fork and spoon. A fleshy prawn, a black mussel shell, chunks of translucent monkfish poked like miniature atolls from a lagoon of garlicky sauce. Hetty glanced at other diners and saw it was permitted – encouraged – to eat the sauce with the spoon. And, if she wished, to wipe up the dregs with a piece of walnut bread.
         
 
         She took two swallows of champagne. ‘I am, however, beginning to feel I have something to celebrate. Getting over the hurdle of the divorce is one. My mother believes I was put upon for too long.’
 
         Clarissa was twiddling with a green salad. Her mouth full of frisé lettuce – not the easiest vegetable to eat daintily. Only a nod was forthcoming.
 
         ‘And now I find myself living on my own. It does feel weird. My daughter says I’ll go bonkers and end up in a psychiatric hospital.’ Hetty paused long enough to prise open a mussel. ‘This is truly delicious, Clarissa – thanks a million.’
 
         ‘Terribly fattening,’ Clarissa said. ‘All that cream in the sauce. Murder for the hips.’
 
         ‘Don’t be depressing. I’ve enough on my plate without that.’
 
         ‘She’s got a point, though, your Sally.’ Clarissa pushed away the remaining rocket. ‘You mustn’t stay at home and mope. If you like, we could do this once a fortnight or so. Have lunch, then go to a movie or a show. Go shopping – Ikea, say, for anything you needed for your flat, or further afield, like Lakeside in Essex. Even take the Eurostar to Paris – that’s great. We’ll go Dutch after today, unless it’s a birthday treat. Some of my other friends would join us. A riotous girls’ day out!’
 
         Hetty pondered. ‘Is that what you do with your time?’
 
         ‘Mostly,’ Clarissa replied. ‘I can’t go too far. Robin likes me home in the evening, even though the children are away at school. He says that’s the way to keep a marriage strong – sorry. You stayed at home, and it didn’t work for you.’
 
         ‘Umm … How is Robin?’
 
         ‘As per usual. He’ll be head of chambers next year, so lots of black-tie dinners when I’ll be on show too. The darling’s given me a clothes allowance. Aren’t I a lucky girl?’
 
         He trivialised you. Turned you into a doll. 
         
 
         ‘Does that completely fulfil you, Clarissa? Is that all you need from life?’ Hetty was startled to hear her own words. ‘Seems a bit… frivolous to me.’
 
         ‘Well!’ Clarissa sounded annoyed. ‘I’d rather be in my shoes than yours, dear. Shall we take a peek at the puds? Not that I want one. But you might.’
         
 
         Abashed, Hetty considered the patisserie, then shook her head and ordered a filter coffee. Black.
 
         Clarissa leaned across the table. ‘We’ve been friends for years, so let’s be blunt. You’re the wrong side of fifty, you’re … well, sliding into middle age would have been an apt description several years ago. What are your qualifications? Your earning power must be limited. What’re you going to do? Work in a shop? After decades as mistress in your own home, would you take so easily to being a minion and being told what to do? No. That’s not the answer.’
 
         ‘And what is?’
 
         ‘Stick with me, baby. I’ll smarten you up, then we’ll sort you out – I know a few decent older chaps who are in the market for a kind-hearted lady. We’ll have you organised in no time.’
 
         Hetty’s eyes widened. ‘You think I should be chasing men, do you? But what for?’
 
         ‘Because it’s the best for you! Because we should let them do the hard slog, the frightful stuff like working for a living. Let them be the wage slaves. They think they’re exploiting us, but it’s the other way round.’ She touched her Rolex watch, a slim ladies’ model, like a talisman. ‘Darling, most divorced men are helpless. Infants. They’re desperate to get hitched again – formally or informally. And you’re exactly what they’re looking for. You might have to lie about your age, though.’
         
 
         ‘I’m already doing that,’ Hetty muttered into her coffee.
 
         ‘Good. Then you’re on the right track.’
 
         ‘But would it not,’ Hetty chose her words with care – she had few enough shoulders to lean on, without alienating any – ‘give you more satisfaction, if the money you spent was your own? That you’d earned?’
 
         ‘No,’ said Clarissa, and called for the bill. ‘Apart from anything else, I simply wouldn’t get anywhere near the amount I tend to splurge. Come on, Het, be reasonable. How many women do you know who earn more than men?’
 
         
             

         
 
         Christian and his unnamed partner had been out on the Sunday evening when Hetty had knocked. She had left a warm note of thanks for the tickets under the door. Determined not to give up, she watched for a light in their flat. It was on as she returned home, laden, after her day with Clarissa. The purchases stored on hangers, she brushed her hair, applied lipstick, decided against perfume and climbed the stairs.
 
         At the last moment, hand poised to knock, she recalled that in part she was trying to make amends. Quickly she ran back downstairs, grabbed her purse and hurried to the off-licence.
         
 
         ‘Hello!’ The vision stood at the door, his face breaking into a slow grin. ‘Come on in.’ He called behind him, ‘Markus, she’s here – our new neighbour. Hetty.’
 
         How gracefully that was done, Hetty thought. The way I used to introduce people at Stephen’s business parties – so no one should feel awkward. Markus and Christian. Do they use the same surname, I wonder. Is that the fashion among gay couples or not?
 
         Hetty was ushered into the tiny hall, the mirror image of her own. On the walls were framed theatrical bills and prints. Michael Redgrave and John Gielgud brooded in black-and-white photographs. In the main room stood the grey-haired man she had seen on the path. His skin was grainy and loose under the chin; he was much older than Christian – perhaps the same vintage as herself.
         
 
         Markus accepted the wine and examined its label. ‘Jacob’s Creek Shiraz Cabernet,’ he commented approvingly. ‘You like Ozzie wines?’
 
         Hetty was nonplussed. ‘I don’t know,’ she confessed. ‘My husband used to choose the wines. I just asked at Oddbin’s what would be suitable for –’ she stopped.
 
         Christian laid a gentle hand on her shoulder. He was so tall. ‘For a couple of poofters, hey, Hetty?’
         
 
         She was scarlet.
 
         ‘Come on, you’re forgiven.’ Christian led her into the living room where Markus was already pulling the cork of her gift.
 
         The older man had a more serious expression on his face as he poured the wine. ‘Perhaps I understand better than you do, Christian. When Hetty and I were young, it was illegal to be gay. Nobody would admit it. They’d be sentenced to ten years. Even Wolfenden regarded it as an illness. Our family doctor offered psychiatric treatment.’
 
         ‘That’s why he needs someone mad like me,’ Christian teased. ‘He still hasn’t properly come out.’ He kissed Markus full on the mouth. Hetty blinked. Markus brushed him off and motioned courteously to Hetty to sit down.
         
 
         The furniture was minimalist: tan leather, with a Persian silk carpet in shades of lilac and gold. A few books, large and glossy. Ovoid glass tables, a fig tree in a rough ceramic pot. Ikea? Hetty wondered, then understood. Not Ikea. Carefully, she asked, ‘D’you mean it’s a secret that you – ah – live together? Would you rather I didn’t mention it at the theatre?’
         
 
         ‘He hasn’t told his mother yet,’ Christian butted in, in the same teasing tone. ‘She still thinks he’s playing the field.’
 
         ‘It’s not a secret – exactly. But I prefer not to be the centre of attention for that. I am entitled to my privacy, like anyone else. My work, that’s more important to me, and the most important thing about me.’
         
 
         ‘We argue about it, as you can see,’ Christian continued. ‘I reckon if he said it it’d make it easier for lots of other men. The more the merrier. He’s a public figure, on the Arts Council. He was in the honours list last year, CBE. He has a duty.’
 
         ‘I’m a producer, not a professional homosexual,’ said Markus irritably, ‘and I find it much harder than you do, Christian, to talk about it. I’m not an exhibitionist.’
 
         Christian laughed.
 
         Hetty suspected that the glass in his hand was not the first that evening. She decided to take sides. ‘I can see Markus’s point of view, Christian. You’re too young to remember. But anyone caught had to go and live abroad, and careers were wrecked. Particularly politicians. It was seen as – dirty. Nice people didn’t. Only … entertainers, I suppose, and writers.’
 
         ‘More than that. They got married,’ Markus said, bitterly. ‘I nearly did, once. We thought you could overcome the urge if you fell in love with a beautiful girl. Well, I was in love but I couldn’t go through with it. She married somebody else soon after and was terribly unhappy. But I couldn’t tell her.’ He brooded, and mentioned a well-known name. ‘Still can’t, but she must have guessed by now.’
 
         There was a silence while Christian poured out the remainder of the wine. That didn’t last long, Hetty thought. And this is my second go at alcohol today. ‘Thanks, but no more for me. If I carry on like this, my daughter will be proved right. She says I can’t possibly manage on my own and that I’ll go bonkers. Funny how any – ah, unconventional behaviour has our friends and family calling for the psychiatrist, isn’t it? Maybe I’ll go under without meaning to. Getting sozzled might be one way.’
         
 
         ‘I’d have gone bonkers alone,’ Christian said suddenly. ‘I was a raving drunk when Markus met me. Plus the cocaine. Ever tried it?’
 
         ‘No!’
 
         ‘He pointed out that if I carried on I’d ruin my looks and end up in the gutter before I was thirty. I was so confused about being gay. He rescued me. I adore him.’ He cast a mocking, loving glance in Markus’s direction, but the older man kept his head down.
 
         ‘Talking of drinkers,’ Hetty said brightly, ‘can you tell me anything about our other neighbours? The ones who live in number four – that’s below you, isn’t it?’
 
         ‘The Bridget Joneses?’ Markus hooted. ‘Ah, you were involved in that commotion. I hear you were quite the heroine.’
 
         ‘She’s okay. They let her out later that day. What did you call them?’
         
 
         ‘The Bridget Joneses. The three BJs, when we’re being cruel. Don’t you know Bridget Jones’s Diary?’
         
 
         ‘I’ve heard of it,’ Hetty answered dubiously. ‘I’ve never read it. I prefer Joanna Trollope myself.’
 
         ‘Three girls live there. The would-be suicide, Annabel, is the oldest. Her father bought the flat so the others have to tolerate her,’ Christian explained. ‘That’s not the first time she’s tried it. Usually it’s such a spectacular and public event that she’s bound to be discovered. But one of these days she’ll go too far and there’ll be a tragedy.’
 
         ‘She said the man she loved thought she was too fat, and was in love with Flo.’
 
         ‘Flo’s the youngest and prettiest. She’s black. Flirty. If I wasn’t gay, I could fancy her.’ Christian winked, but Markus frowned. ‘Shelagh’s the one with red hair, from County Wexford. She pretends to be bog-Irish, but actually her family are sausage-barons. Quite wealthy.’
 
         ‘And why,’ Hetty was determined to find out, ‘do you call them the Bridget Joneses?’
 
         Markus smiled. ‘Because they spend their whole time yearning for men, usually totally unsuitable specimens, never manage to pin one down long enough to marry any of them, are frequently plastered, and seldom take anything seriously for five minutes. Least of all themselves.’
 
         ‘You’re being too hard on them, Markus,’ Christian chided. He had opened another bottle and poured it before Hetty could prevent him. ‘They’re great fun, and quite harmless. You could have far worse neighbours, Hetty. Now, are you going to have a house-warming? And are we invited?’
 
         ‘Heavens …’ Hetty considered. ‘D’you think I should? Who would I ask?’
 
         ‘Us, for a start,’ the young man said. ‘Unless you’re afraid you’d catch something nasty from a pair of raving queers.’
 
         Hetty punched his arm playfully. ‘Stop it. I’ve already grovelled and I’m not going to keep on doing it. Should I ask the BJs?’
 
         ‘Of course. And their men – then you can see what we mean. Send them home at eleven, though, or they’ll sleep where they fall,’ Markus advised. Then, gently, ‘It’s a splendid idea. People can easily get lost in flats in London, especially after a crash-landing like yours. You feel like you’ve been thrown out with no parachute, right? You could stay in night after night nursing your wounds, and never speak to a soul. I know – I’ve been there. But if you reach out and are friendly, anything might happen.’
 
         ‘Isn’t he wonderful?’ Christian cried. ‘You see why I worship him? And you’ll meet my family when you come to the first night, Hetty. My grandmother adores Markus. There’s a little party afterwards. You will come, won’t you?’
 
         ‘Yes,’ said Hetty. ‘I’d love to. Goodness, aren’t you kind? What do I wear?’
 
         
             

         
 
         The Wandsworth Studios, Rosa said, were easy to find: in the middle of Putney, behind Young’s Brewery, near the bridge. Hetty, unused to finding her way on foot around London, soon became lost. For over forty minutes she wandered in the area near Putney Bridge, before a traffic warden redirected her. ‘Wrong bridge, love,’ he said. ‘Wandsworth Bridge, that’s the one.’
 
         So it was a flustered and hideously late Hetty who eventually trotted into the studios and was nearly knocked over in the flurry of activity.
         
 
         ‘Ten minutes!’ she heard a gruff male voice call. ‘Back on set by four forty-five or we’re mincemeat!’
 
         A squat man in tight denim jeans, belly overhanging his belt, pushed past her. Under one arm was a clipboard with pink typewritten sheets, in the other a biro; another pen was stuck behind one ear, under his headphones. A microphone extended under his chin. He stopped, pushed a button on the pack attached to his belt, listened, then barked, ‘I mean it!’ before walking on.
 
         Suddenly she was grabbed by a whirling figure – wild black hair, red velvet trouser suit, flashing teeth: Rosa, who hugged her vigorously and planted a kiss on both cheeks. ‘Mwah, mwah! Hello! It’s great you could make it. Did you find us all right?’ The energetic life-force did not pause for an answer. ‘Your timing’s perfect. We’ve just broken for tea. Come and meet everyone.’
 
         Hetty was half carried along a corridor to a cramped area with banked seats and Formica tables littered with ketchup and vinegar bottles. The air crackled with voices and the hiss of steam urns. Condensation misted the windows, but the smell of baking was cosily welcoming. The canteen was packed with what she took to be the crew – men with half a day’s growth of beard, wolfing sandwiches and pastries as if half starved, mugs of tea in their hands; young girls sipping black coffee or Diet Coke. Everyone smoked. In the far corner a family of four were huddled with dazed expressions, teacups untouched. ‘Our guests,’ Rosa said, in a stage whisper. ‘You needn’t bother with them, it’ll be another bunch next week.’
 
         She propelled Hetty round the room. ‘Mike, Gerry, Phil – cameramen. Dave does sound, he’s a genius. Bob you’ve already met, he’s the floor manager. Daisy, Sue, Kate – researchers. The makeup ladies are busy with the next guests upstairs, editors are in the gallery checking the tapes – have I missed anyone?’ She clapped her hands and obtained a moment’s silence. ‘This is Hetty, and she’s coming to work for us.’
 
         ‘Hi, Hetty.’
 
         ‘Hello, how’re ya doin’?’
 
         ‘Welcome on board.’
 
         The buzz rose to its former volume as each returned to his or her previous conversation.
 
         ‘Grab a cup of tea, or whatever, and we’ll sit in that corner,’ Rosa ordered.
 
         Hetty obeyed meekly, but muttered a protest: ‘I haven’t agreed to come yet. Why did you tell them that?’
 
         ‘Because I need you, that’s why.’ Rosa glanced up. ‘And you need a job, right? So you could do worse than start here. We’ve had to sack a couple of youngsters who were misbehaving. Prompting the guests about what to say and adding a few improbable sexual details of their own. Can’t have that. A mature person like you, Hetty, even a beginner, who I can trust would be ideal. Not that I can offer you much.’
 
         ‘I’m not a complete beginner,’ said Hetty huffily. The Eurostar with Clarissa suddenly seemed more tempting.
 
         ‘That’s what I’ve told ’em. You won’t let me down.’ Rosa drank her tea quickly. ‘Yerrch! That’s hot. I’ve burnt my tongue.’
 
         ‘What does the job consist of?’
         
 
         ‘Mostly fixing up the guests. Phone calls, loads of persuasion. Then you take care of them while they’re here, don’t let ’em get cold feet. Keep telling ’em how wonderful they are, and how their problems will be resolved by their appearing on the telly. Natch. The programme’s called Tell Me All. It’s a sort of true confessions-cum-agony-aunt set-up. Daytime TV.’ She rolled her eyes, as if that explained everything. ‘Got to fill the airwaves somehow, and we aim to produce programmes of integrity and quality. Anyway, the network seems to agree. We’re contracted for next year already – that’s why I can put you on the payroll.’
         
 
         Hetty felt weak. ‘What should I ask you? Salary, I suppose.’
 
         ‘You’re paid per programme. You’ll get fifty pounds a show – three hundred a week. For God’s sake, don’t go round spouting about it ’cause some of them are only workies.’
 
         ‘Workies?’
 
         ‘Work experience. They get zilch. Students, or ex-students. It’s all that’s available, and they’re glad to get it.’ She snorted at Hetty’s shock. ‘Honey, don’t be so green. That’s the only way anything gets made for TV these days. They’ll probably think you’re a workie too because you’re a mate of mine. So keep schtum.’
         
 
         Hetty nodded mutely.
 
         ‘Now, next week’s programmes are just about fixed, but on Monday planning begins for the following week. You could come in then. Nine thirty start. Supposed to pack up by five but it’s a bit open-ended. Plenty of nosh on filming days – that’s Thursdays and Fridays, we make three shows a day – otherwise it’s packed lunch or the pub.’
 
         One of the cameramen – Gerry, Hetty believed – had left the canteen and now returned, shaking his head. ‘Camera five’s out,’ he announced. ‘Take a minute or two to fix it.’
 
         ‘Relax, everybody,’ called Bob, the floor manager.
 
         ‘Oh, good, we have a bit longer.’ Rosa grinned. ‘So, apart from needing a job, how are you doing? Haven’t seen you in ages.’
 
         Hetty began to insist that she didn’t need a job, then thought better of it. She needed something to do. The creative cacophony of the studio, though bewildering, was distinctly more to her taste than repeat episodes of Knightsbridge with Clarissa; she could keep up with the one, but not with the other, not indefinitely. It dawned on her that Rosa, in her fast-moving way, was doing her an enormous favour. The least she could do in return was be grateful.
         
 
         ‘I’ll be fine. Suffering a bit of culture shock at the moment.’ Keep that resolution. Don’t whinge. Nobody wants to hear your sob-story. Hetty put her head on one side and examined her friend. ‘Rosa, you look marvellous. This life obviously suits you.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, it does. What makes the difference is knowing we’ve been recommissioned. TV’s a hair-raising business. You can produce an award-winning series – and I have – and still come to the last shot unsure if you can pay the bills next month. Budgets are murderously tight, like I said on the phone. But we manage. Struggle from one crisis to the next. What about you?’
 
         ‘Me?’ Hetty’s caution came into play. ‘The decree absolute is nearly through. I have a flat, not too far from here, so this is convenient. I’m beginning to settle in.’
 
         ‘Got a boyfriend yet?’ Rosa nudged her arm. ‘Go on, you can tell me. I won’t let on.’
         
 
         Hetty covered her embarrassment with a short laugh. ‘Everyone thinks I should no sooner have got rid of one man than be haring off after another. What is this?’
 
         It was Rosa’s turn to seem shocked. ‘You’re not about to turn into a nun, are you? Because I don’t recommend it.’
 
         ‘I’m not about to haunt street corners saying, “Hey, fella,” either. Or go night-clubbing with people half my age.’
         
 
         ‘But the sex!’ Rosa hissed, loud enough for the two men at the next table to hear. One snickered but kept his back turned. ‘Won’t you miss it?’
 
         Hetty shrugged. Even if she were to confide in Rosa, this was hardly the moment.
 
         ‘I mean, I don’t know what it was like between Stephen and you. He seemed a hunky guy, but one never can tell. But if it was okay, then surely you’ll get stuck in soon as possible? And if he wasn’t up to much …’ Rosa nudged her again. ‘You’re not past it. Not by a streak. Believe me.’
 
         One of the cameramen twisted round and peered at the two women. ‘It gets better with age, like fine Cognac,’ he remarked, and made kissing noises with his lips.
 
         Rosa made a face. ‘Buzz off, Phil, this is women’s talk. Anyway, you’re married.’
 
         ‘Never stopped him before,’ guffawed his companion. That must be Mike, Hetty worked out by a process of elimination. Phil muttered something the women could not catch. Mike found it wildly funny and spluttered into his tea.
 
         ‘You can take my word for it,’ Rosa finished loftily, so that the entire room could hear, ‘it gets smaller with age. Like their brains.’
 
         
             

         
 
         There was a bus back, which she would be able to use regularly, but for the moment she would walk in the gathering dusk. Past a smattering of Italian, French and Indian restaurants – this was hardly a gastronomic wasteland. More bookshops, a children’s clothing shop, a bicycle store crammed with parts, its window obscured by tyres in neatly tied bunches like a Victorian child’s ringlets. An old-fashioned ironmonger’s with a tin bath and tools and faded signs for Eveready batteries. A video shop: she was tempted to enter, then made her second resolution of the week.
 
         Rather than sit morosely in front of the telly night after night, as Markus had warned, it would be better to join the library. She had said it to her mother and Sally as a joke. But her mind did cry out to be filled, and not with more Delia recipes. Could she aspire to read a book a week? Where should she start? Fiction? Biography? It was ages since she had read anything remotely improving or noteworthy. What might somebody like Markus read, that she could chatter to him about without seeming a complete fool?
 
         Hetty stood outside the biggest bookshop and examined the contents of the window. Shortly after, she resumed her walk up the hill towards the common, with a copy of Pinter’s plays and Bridget Jones’s Diary under her arm.
         
 
         It felt like a step forward. Her spirits were high as she approached the block of flats.
 
         A house-warming. When? Who?
 
         Markus and Christian, obviously. The three BJs, and their men, if they would come. Mrs A. Her mother, and Sally and Sally’s Erik, though he didn’t attend family functions. Perhaps he could be persuaded for once. Hetty felt a fresh curiosity about him. Her son Peter, if invited, would plead too much on at uni. Rosa, and Clarissa and Robin. Larry and Davinia, though they would act superior all evening. Heavens, that was eighteen people already. Mr and Mrs McDonald, as a courtesy. Twenty.
         
 
         How much would twenty people drink? A case of twelve bottles, maybe? Hetty calculated, then recalled Annabel and the empty vodka bottle, Christian and Markus polishing off a single bottle with her help in less than half an hour. Her mother, Sally and she had got through two and a half. Twenty bottles, then. Thirty?
 
         Should she make a fruit punch or mulled wine? That was the done thing in the countryside, to welcome guests after a chilly walk. She glanced up at the lighted windows above her. A punch did not seem right. Thirty bottles it would have to be, and Oddbins would lend her the glasses.
 
         ‘And what do I serve to eat?’ she asked aloud. Mystery upon mystery. What would sophisticated young, and older, Londoners expect?
 
         A footfall came on the path. It was Markus, muffled up against the cold, a preoccupied frown on his face. ‘Beg pardon?’ he said, fumbling with his keys. ‘Hello, Hetty.’
 
         ‘I was wondering,’ she mused. ‘I will have a house-warming. How about three weeks on Sunday? My pay cheque comes then. But food. Do I spend the whole day cooking?’
 
         ‘Mercy, no. If it were me, I’d have oodles of decent plonk and a few peanuts. Christian wouldn’t argue with the first, but he’d think nuts were distinctly infra dig.’
         
 
         ‘What would he prefer? I’d like to please.’
 
         ‘Dim sum, probably.’
 
         ‘Dim sum?’
         
 
         ‘Yes. Don’t be so terrified, Hetty. You’ll get them in Sainsbury’s.’
 
         The replies came back, on the answerphone, or via notes pushed under the door.
 
         ‘Annabel, Flo and Shelagh are delighted to accept your kind invitation. And belated thanks for saving me from death – should’ve said so before. Not known for my manners. Likely blokes are Richard (he was the one who came in the ambulance), and probably Stuart and Ted. But it could change. See you!’
         
 
         ‘Hi, Hetty. Larry here. Thanks for the invite. We’re overwhelmed at work, so please count us out. But we haven’t forgotten you’re coming to us. Be in touch. ’Bye …’
         
 
         ‘Clarissa calling. How sweet – a flat-warming! Sadly, Robin is speaking at a weekend seminar and wants me with him, so no good for us. When are you coming to Lakeside? Give me a buzz …’
         
 
         ‘Lovely idea. Thanks. Can I bring Thomas? D. Archibald. P.S. Do you need any help? I’ll come half an hour early.’
         
 
         ‘Hello, Mum, Sally here. You’re branching out a bit, aren’t you? You’ve got me worried. Who’re you going to invite? You can’t just ask your old Dorset friends. D’you have anybody else? Anyway, I’ll support you. Ring if you need me.’
         
 
         ‘Markus and Christian are honoured at your splendid invitation, and will be there on the dot. Is it bring-a-bottle?’
         
 
         Hetty calculated. That would produce a kitchenful of unmatched wine. She preferred to be the hostess: buying her own would give her some control over events. The Shiraz Cabernet had been delightful. So had the Moselle her mother had drunk at Bruce’s. That would do. A case of each, and a few spare.
 
         ‘Hetty. Your mother. Terrific – I will delay my trip to Florida. Can’t imagine why I’m going, I hate mosquitoes. I may have an escort – nobody terribly grand, one of your father’s old cronies. Shall I suggest he bring somebody along for you, too?’
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