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One

On the day Jenna came to think of as Lousy Monday, everything went wrong from the start. She somehow slept through the alarm. When she did wake and saw the time, she flung herself from the bed with a curse – not the most propitious way to greet a new day.

Rushing to get dressed, she stuck her thumb through her tights, and then couldn’t get the new packet open and was forced to rip at it with her teeth. She found a spot on the suit she wanted to wear, and the skirt of the other one had lost the waistband button. She wished she was one of those orderly people who did repairs as soon as they were needed, and never put clothes away with missing buttons or trailing hems. Maybe next life, she thought, struggling with a large safety pin.

Of course, it meant she’d have to keep the jacket on all day. The firm expected a degree of sartorial elegance from employees, and a safety pin would be very much frowned on. She imagined it appearing in her annual assessment as Lack of Attention to Detail and Poor Forward Planning.

And while she hopped, lurched and fumed about the bedroom, dropped her lipstick, poked herself in the eye with the mascara wand, somehow managed to hit herself painfully on the forehead with the hairbrush in her frantic raking of her mane, Patrick slept serenely through it all. He remained curled deliciously in their big bed with its smart navy-blue sheets, dark curly head cradled on his arm and what looked like a smug smile on his lips, because he was working from home that day and didn’t need to get up.

To be fair, he always looked as though he was smiling when he was asleep. Normally Jenna found it endearing, but today she had an urgent and breakfastless need to feel resentful about something. She toyed with the idea of waking him up to ask him to do the dry-cleaning run (he wouldn’t have hesitated to do the same to her) but in the end ran out of time even for that. She grabbed her bag and keys and headed out into the big wide, and made do with slamming the front door behind her hard enough to make the door frame tremble. Sleep through that, muchacho!

She felt a sense of relief on arriving at work, because she loved her job as a features editor at TopMet magazine, and there were some interesting projects coming up. But when she opened her email, she saw there was one from Ken Elvaston, deputy head of HR. Everybody had been talking about the cutbacks for weeks now. Other departments had already shed jobs, and there was no reason to expect editorial would escape. The email requested her to go and see him at ten fifteen. He seeks to intimidate me with the use of the quarter hour, she thought. On another day, she might have daydreamed that he was going to tell her she was in line for a promotion and a big bonus, but things like that didn’t happen on Lousy Monday.

Looking up, she saw Julie, the department creep, watching her, until she caught her eye and looked away hastily. Was it paranoia, or did Julie already know? Julie always knew everything, and the neat, precise, prissy little madam was not the sort ever to be ‘let go’, as they called it nowadays, curse her immaculately-suited bod and unnaturally tidy work station! Jenna felt a sudden urge to go over there and tip her cooling Starbucks over Julie’s shiny black hair, but she decided she couldn’t spare it. It looked as though she was going to need all the caffeine she could mainline to get her up to the eighth floor where HR had their bunker.

And of course it turned out just as she’d dreaded. Ken Elvaston, who’d had nine-tenths of his personality surgically removed to fit him for the job, told her in a dreary monotone that the company was letting her go, while simultaneously managing to look down her blouse in a way that made her skin crawl. He enumerated her statutory rights, handed her a ‘severance pack’ as he ghoulishly called it, and told her she had thirty minutes to clear her desk. Why the hurry, she wondered as she found herself at the lifts again. What did they think she was going to do? Set fire to the place?

Back in the department most people were avoiding her gaze like anything, and she didn’t keep much in her desk anyway, so it didn’t take long to put her few possessions into a plastic carrier, say goodbye to a couple of embarrassed colleagues who said, ‘You’ll soon find something else,’ and, ‘I’m probably next,’ and shake the dust of the place from her shoes for ever.

All the same, though she tried to be flip, she found herself rather shaky as she walked back to the tube. It was horrible to be dumped, and in the present economic climate it wasn’t exactly going to be a cinch getting another job. She thought of phoning Patrick to tell him she was on her way home, but she felt close to tears and didn’t immediately want to talk about it. She needed the journey home to take some deep breaths and get her emotions in order. Lousy old Lousy Monday! She looked at the other people waiting on the platform and wondered what they were doing there. Why weren’t they at work? She resented their air of leisurely calm, as if being in transit at this hour of the day was perfectly normal. When the train came rattling in, she didn’t even like the novelty of being able to sit down. She had been part of that frazzled, strap-hanging, long-suffering band of sardines who travelled to work and back during the rush hour. Now suddenly she’d had her membership cancelled. She didn’t like it. She felt lonely and left out.

She had got the tears under control by the time she came up out of the tube and walked through the streets to the flat, but she still wanted comforting, and looked forward to bathing in Patrick’s understanding and sympathy (and he’d better not make any jokes or she’d clonk him with her carrier bag, which contained her work mug and so would make a satisfying impact). She was surprised, as she came in through the front door – calling out: ‘It’s me!’ so that he didn’t think it was a burglar – not to find him at work on the computer or at his slope, which were both in the second bedroom that had been converted into an office for him. He wasn’t in the living room, either, where he sometimes went if it was just reading he was doing. So much for working at home, she thought. The house seemed unnaturally quiet. Had he gone out? Popped down to the corner shop for something? Surely the idle hound wasn’t still in bed?

‘Patrick?’ she called. No answer. She looked at her watch. It was a quarter to twelve. No, even he wouldn’t lie in until this time. But as she went down the passage to the main bedroom, she saw the door was shut, which made her tighten her lips, because they always left it open during the day to air the room. She opened it ungently, and yes, there he was, in bed, asleep. Well, she could do something about that, at least.

‘Do you know what time it is?’ she demanded loudly.

He stirred and murmured.

‘Wake up, you ratbag. It’s a working day. You’re not supposed to be enjoying yourself.’

And then, as he started to sit up, rubbing his eyes and scratching his head sleepily, she noticed two things. One was visual: there was an extremely expensive-looking lady’s watch on the bedside cabinet on her side of the bed, and she knew it wasn’t hers because she had never owned an extremely expensive lady’s watch, though she had always aspired to being an extremely expensive lady one day.

The other thing was aural. From behind the closed door of the en-suite bathroom there came a very small sound, such as might be made by a mouse bumping into the cork-topped stool in the corner, which was slightly uneven on its legs and rocked if you touched it. She knew that sound intimately. But they didn’t have mice, not in their new-build second-floor luxury two-bed apartment on the border between Fulham and Chelsea.

A feeling of tremendous heat flooded her face and brain, a sense of shock that made her mouth dry. Patrick was still making a show of waking up, but Jenna’s now eagle eye had spotted a long, blonde hair in the dent on the navy-blue pillow on her side of the bed, and Jenna’s hair was tawny, verging on red – oh yes it was! Her heart seemed to have contracted and gone very hard, like a muscle in spasm, and she felt as if she was trembling all over, but her mind was still working fast. She stepped round the bed and picked up the watch (it looked like Cartier, and if so, those things round the edge weren’t cubic zirconas!) and cried, ‘Darling, is this for me? It’s gorgeous! But why didn’t you give it to me last night, then I could have worn it to work. What’s the occasion? It isn’t my birthday.’

She slipped it on to her wrist, noting out of the corner of her eye with satisfaction that Patrick had thrown a shocked blank, unable to think what to say. She came round the bed to his side, planted a smacking kiss on his brow, and said, ‘You’re so sweet. I’m just going to pop into the bathroom, and then I’m going to jump into bed and thank you properly.’

He didn’t manage to dredge up a word, but as she headed for the bathroom door he did jerk out a hand and make a gurgling noise which she assumed was his attempt to stop her. Too late. With her heart pounding she opened the bathroom door. Despite knowing what she was going to see, it was still a jolt to find a strange woman in there, clad in bra and pants, sitting on the cork-topped stool (gotcha! I know every sound this flat makes!) trying to put on her tights. The woman (about her age, slim, blonde, horribly attractive) stared at her with a kind of sick, shocked look that provided just a touch of balm to Jenna’s bruised soul. Like Patrick she had nothing to say. She looked as if she might cry.

Jenna gave her what was meant to be a controlled, social smile – but which on reflection probably came out as a terrifying grimace – and said, ‘I think you’re in the wrong flat,’ and stalked out again.

Patrick was struggling into his underpants. ‘Jenna, wait,’ he said as she passed him. ‘We must talk.’

She looked at him scornfully, hoping her trembling didn’t show. ‘What on earth for?’ she said. She grabbed her overnight case from the top of the wardrobe and quickly packed a few things, without the slightest awareness of what things they were, since appearing to be calm and unconcerned was taking all her mental effort.

‘What are you doing?’ Patrick cried.

‘That doesn’t even deserve an answer,’ Jenna said, slamming the lid down and zipping it so fast she zipped the side of one of her nails into it. ‘I’ll come back for the rest of my things later.’

And she left without another word, hearing Patrick behind her calling, ‘Jenna, wait! Where are you going? Let’s talk. Let me explain,’ and other similarly useless things. She felt immensely proud of herself for the way she had handled the situation. She floated head-high down the stairs, almost elated, imagining how small and ashamed they must be feeling now. It wasn’t until she got out into the street that the brief euphoria wore off and she started to feel sick.

Jenna had met Patrick at a book launch at Holland House four years ago. The book was a ‘celebrity title’ by one of the Young Royals about various palaces and stately homes in England, so there was a motley array of interests at the party, quaffing the champagne and scarfing the canapés. There was plenty of press there, plus PR bods, minor-royal hangers-on, and all the usual liggers from the world of publishing. Elements from the National Trust and the private families who owned the houses mentioned in the book could be identified by the high polish on their shoes and the uncomfortably warm tweeds they were wearing – it was the end of April, and obviously it was much colder in the country than in town. There was a Simon Schama element of TV gurus and celebrity experts, and the glamour brigade of famous female historians, poshed up to the nines and trailing clouds of Guerlain and Elizabeth Arden strong enough to fell a miner’s canary.

Jenna mingled with the crowds, enjoying herself by identifying the famous and placing the non-famous in their categories. She noticed Patrick because she could not quite be sure which slot to drop him into. He was beautifully dressed and had an expensive haircut, was elegant and superior enough to be one of the Young Royals set; but he was standing alone, ostentatiously not mixing, which was emphatically not YR behaviour. He was regarding the scene with a sort of lofty amusement that both interested and annoyed her. She drifted past him to the buffet table for a look, and then drifted back again for another, and on her second pass he noticed her and smiled. Thousand-watt teeth, she thought. He must be a YR. Or a movie star.

‘Hi,’ she said. ‘Good bash, don’t you think?’ She remembered he hadn’t been joining in, and added, ‘As these things go.’

‘What on earth is that on your plate?’ he responded, looking with arch horror at a round, yellowish thing she had picked up.

She scrutinized it. ‘I think it’s a chicken tikka vol-au-vent.’

‘Please tell me you’re joking. Who would eat such a thing? Who would even think anyone else would eat such a thing?’

‘A lot of the canapés are Indian,’ Jenna said. ‘They’ve got miniature pakoras and bite-sized samosas as well.’

‘Good Lord! What’s going on? A Glories of the Empire theme, to go with the book?’

‘You don’t go to a lot of these things, do you?’ she said kindly. ‘Caterers like Indian snacks because they taste of something definite, and go on tasting the same for a long time.’ She looked at her plate. ‘I wouldn’t have put chicken tikka in a vol-au-vent, though. It doesn’t quite work, visually.’

He peered too. ‘It looks as though someone very, very tiny has been sick in there,’ he said solemnly. ‘It’s a leprechaun’s vomitorium.’

She laughed. ‘Thank you for that thought. Now I definitely won’t eat it. What are you doing here, anyway? I’ve been trying to work you out. If you don’t know about Indian canapés, you’re not one of the usual launchistas.’

‘Who do you think I am?’ he asked, amused.

He seemed to want her to be outrageous, so she obliged. ‘Your suit is expensive enough for you to be an agent, but you’re not networking, so it can’t be that. Hmm. Posh, but not sociable. Estate manager for one of the statelys?’ she hazarded.

‘Thank you for the “posh”,’ he said. ‘I’m an architect. Since the author doesn’t actually know the first thing about architecture, the book had to be checked for gaffes, and have the correct vocabulary inserted. You know, replacing “those twiddly bits on the bridgy things” to “the pinnacles on the flying buttresses”, and so on. My firm was chosen because the senior partner is on the Sandringham guest list, and I got the job because I’m the most junior associate. It’s a perfectly dreadful, meretricious book. But slightly less meretricious since I did my part in it.’

‘Wow,’ Jenna said. ‘When you answer a question, it stays answered.’

‘And,’ he added, ‘I’m perfectly sociable, in the right circumstances.’

She grinned. ‘Well, you’re talking to me. How bad can that be?’

‘So what are you doing here?’ he asked. ‘I can’t place you, either. Something in the publishing world, I imagine.’

‘I’m a researcher in the features department on TopMet,’ Jenna said, and seeing him throw another blank she added: ‘It’s a magazine. We’re doing a feature on lesser-known statelys next month, so we were on the guest list in the hope that we’ll give the book a mention. I got to come because the goody bags will be book-related, and no one else was keen. It’s the cosmetics and fashion launches they all want. I’m here with the features director.’ She looked around. ‘She loves these do’s, whatever the subject. Where the crowd is thickest, there you’ll find her.’

‘I’m quite happy where I am, thank you,’ he said, and Jenna felt a warm blush coming up through her neck because he looked at her as he said it, and it was just enough to suggest he was interested.

Oddly enough, she hadn’t fancied him that first time she met him. He was good-looking all right, and his presentation was perfect, but she preferred fair types, and his very dark, almost swarthy looks didn’t appeal to her. But when later, as the party was breaking up, he had asked her on a date, she had said yes without hesitation because, my God, a man who actually asked you out was rare enough these days, and she hadn’t been on a proper date since breaking up with Jamie five – no, six! – months ago. There’d been dinner parties with married friends where you’re supposed to get on with the one unattached man invited ‘for’ you, and group outings with other singles to pubs and clubs where you’re supposed to pick up strangers. A couple of disastrous experiments, leading from those episodes, which she tried not to think about, convinced her that if a man was unattached there was usually a reason. So to be asked – straight out, like that – by a more than presentable man if she would have dinner with him, just the two of them, in a proper restaurant, was not something to be turned down.

She didn’t sleep with him on the first date, but that was because he was being a gentleman: by the end of the evening she was fancying him like mad. He was different. She liked his seriousness, and his certainty about himself and where his career was going. All the other men she knew were racked with self-doubt: it was nice not to spend the evening listening to self-pitying moans. They slept together after the next date and were practically living together after six weeks. Six months – almost to the day: had he timed it? – he asked her to move in with him.

Everyone told her how lucky she was, and she knew it was true. It was hard enough to get a boyfriend at all these days, let alone one who would commit himself to living together, and had nothing obvious wrong with him – indeed was intelligent and ambitious and successful. It was not long before he had been made a partner; at about the same time, she’d got promoted to features editor, and they moved to the better flat. Nice flat, nice job, nice man. And the next stage was that Patrick would ask her to marry him, and with a bit of luck (and if necessary a bit of hinting) it would happen before she was thirty, everyone’s goal in life. Lucky, lucky Jenna! Her friends told her she had it all.

Until Lousy Monday struck.

Like many a broken-hearted person she headed for the river – in her case, not to throw herself in, but because there was always something comforting about moving water. She walked from Albert Bridge along the embankment for hours – all the way to Lambeth Bridge, in fact, where she discovered that her feet were sore and she was tired and starving hungry. She left the river and found a sandwich bar in Horseferry Road where she sat on a high stool at the window bar and wolfed a chicken salad sandwich and a cup of coffee. Then, since her car – her beloved purple Mini Cooper called Florence – was still parked outside the flat (she really hadn’t been thinking straight, had she?) she got a taxi back there.

In the blankness of her misery, during her embankment walk, she had heard her mobile ringing in her handbag several times, but hadn’t answered it. In the cab she took it out and looked at missed calls. Yes, Patrick had been calling her. There were three messages in her voicemail box and two texts. She deleted them without listening to or reading them, and turned the phone off.

At the flat she paid the taxi off, and then felt a sickness of misery and loathing come over her. She did not want ever to come here again. She wished she could get all her stuff out now, and have it over with. She looked up and saw there was no light on in the living room. Of course, he might be in his office – you couldn’t see that window from here. She hesitated a moment, and then rang the bell on the street door. There was no reply, even to a second and third ring, so she decided to chance it, let herself in and went upstairs.

Everything was quiet. He was out. The bed was made – it looked so innocent – and lying on it was a note in his strong, dark, tidy hand:


Jenna, where are you? Why aren’t you answering your phone? I’ve gone out looking for you, but I’ll be back, so if you’re reading this, don’t leave. We must talk. Ring me on my mobile and I’ll come straight back, but don’t leave. It’s not what you think. P.



In a panic now, afraid he would come back any moment, she packed her clothes and belongings into whatever suitcases and bags came to hand. It was fortunate that she didn’t have a lot; and some things she was perfectly willing to abandon in her haste to get away. It struck her as she darted round how much of what was in the flat was his, or chosen by him. His taste. His place. Now she examined her belongings, it was as if she had been camping out here.

The phone rang once, making her jump, but he had put the answering machine on. She thought she heard his voice, and kept away from it, terrified that he was leaving a message for her. She left his note where it was on the bed. Even in her shocked and panicky state, she observed that he did not speak of love. No ‘I love you’. Not even ‘Jenna darling’ and ‘Love, P’. Just an order not to leave until she had his permission. Not what you think? Well, let’s see – naked blonde hiding in bathroom, having left her watch beside the bed, bloke pretending to be asleep: hard to figure that one out, wasn’t it?

Oh Patrick! Was it all a sham, the whole four years? Her heart was sore and the last thing she wanted was to let him talk, to hear him try to explain the obvious away. She was afraid she might believe him – and afraid she would not.


Two

With Florence stuffed with her belongings, Jenna fled home, which in her case was the one she had grown up in, a large, shabby three-storey house in Muswell Hill. Her father, a palaeontologist, was dead, and her mother, who was trying to grow old disgracefully, now lived permanently abroad with a lover, an ex-Guards major turned watercolour painter. They moved nomadically from Spain to Portugal to Italy to Greece in search of landscapes and a particular quality of light. There was no real reason Ma and the Major shouldn’t get married, but they seemed to enjoy a sort of frisson from living in sin, and since they weren’t doing anyone any harm, the family didn’t mention the ‘m’ word. They were all quite proud of her, really, for her enterprise, and were glad she was happy. Her lover, whom they all called simply ‘The Major’, seemed a nice man, Jenna thought. She just wished he’d dump the moustache.

The family home was occupied by her brother Oliver, his wife Sybil, and their three children, Allegra, Inez and Tertius. Jenna could never be quite sure whether the children’s names were a joke – perfectly possible given Oliver’s puckish nature – or a serious attempt to set them aside from the norm. The children bore them with dignity. Actually, as they went to private schools, they probably didn’t know anyone with normal names anyway, and would have stood out far more by being called Mary, Elizabeth and John.

The numbness of shock, reinforced by the weariness from her long walk, was wearing off by the time she got to Muswell Hill, and she was only just able to park the car safely and stagger to the front door before collapsing into tears and abject misery. Sybil was a good person to collapse towards: she was brisk and efficient and quite unflappable, but very kind. Oliver was away – he was a civil engineer and worked on enormous international projects. At present, Sybil said, he was working on a dam in northern India, and would be back at the weekend. ‘So you just take your time, poor thing, and cry all you want,’ Sybil concluded. Jenna loved her brother but was glad not to have to face him yet. Discovering your man in bed with another woman was like an embarrassing illness, and she wasn’t prepared to expose its anatomy to another member of the male sex yet.

Sybil had all the right ideas about how to handle a jilted woman. Jenna spent the next few days on the sofa watching self-indulgent movies, reading comforting favourite books (I Capture the Castle, A Company of Swans, Persuasion), and being brought delicious food by Sybil, not to mention tubs of Ben and Jerry’s, chocolate biscuits and fresh boxes of Kleenex. When the children came home from school, Sybil told them that Aunty Jenna wasn’t well, and hooshed them off to play in the garden or another room. Jenna adored them, but couldn’t have coped with them just now. They reminded her too much of what she had hoped to have with Patrick and now never would.

From time to time in her busy schedule Sybil would come and sit with her so that Jenna could pour out her misery.

‘I loved my job,’ she wailed, ‘and I’ve lost that as well as Patrick. I haven’t even got anywhere to live now.’ Patrick owned the flat in Fulham. Jenna had rented before, so she’d had nothing to sell when she moved in with him. It hadn’t seemed a risky move at the time. How naive she had been! What was that poem? I thought that love would last for ever. I was wrong.

‘I loved that flat. Now I’ve got nothing. Nothing to show for four years of my life. I’m nearly th–thirty. I’ll never find another b–boyfriend . . .’

Wisely, Sybil did not attempt to refute any of this, merely listened, nodded sympathetically, and made another cup of hot chocolate.

By the third day, Jenna was up to telephoning various friends to explain where she was and why. They were all shocked and sympathetic, perhaps the more so because they were worried for themselves. You and Patrick were so settled, such a good couple, so good together. If it happens to you, what hope is there for us?

They condemned Patrick roundly. ‘He’s a rat – a pig – he’s scum. He’s not worthy of you. You’re too good for him.’

To which Jenna’s sad reply was, ‘But if I can’t even keep a man who’s not good enough for me, what hope is there?’

They all assured her that she would find someone else, that her life was not over, that she wasn’t doomed to eternal spinsterhood. ‘You’ll find someone much better. I never really liked Patrick, anyway. I always thought there was something not quite right about him.’

Why didn’t you mention it before, then, Jenna thought. Not that it mattered. In a break-up, it’s a woman’s nature to assume it was because she wasn’t good enough for him. And in any case, her friends had spent the last four years telling her he was perfect and she was so–o–o lucky. On the whole, she preferred Sybil’s approach – to listen, say nothing, and apply chocolate cake in industrial quantities. For pin money, Sybil baked cakes and tarts for a very upscale farmer’s market, so the house was often full of delicious smells, and dangerously well supplied with goodies. It was a wonder the children weren’t fat as geese, but they seemed to have inherited good genes, and were whippet-thin despite having a mother who baked like an angel. Jenna wasn’t quite so lucky, but felt she was off the leash for this week at least. Sybil’s offerings seemed to soothe the places other comfort couldn’t reach.

By the time the weekend arrived, when the children were off school and Oliver came home, she was over the floods stage, was sitting up and taking notice, and was able to play with the former and welcome the latter.

On Saturday morning the children were agog to talk to her.

‘Did you have a cold?’ Allegra asked. ‘Your nose is still a bit red and you’ve got huge bags under your eyes. Everybody in our class had a cold last term except me. It wasn’t fair. I didn’t get to stay home once. Are you going to put some make-up on for when Daddy comes home? Mummy always does. I expect it would make you look a bit better,’ she concluded kindly, ‘and p’raps not quite so old. Can I look in your make-up bag? Sorcha Ravenscroft came to school in nail varnish last week but they made her take it off with smelly stuff. Do you like nail varnish? Do you think I’m old enough to have my ears pierced? Mummy says not.’ Allegra was ten, and longing to be twenty-seven. Jenna could have told her that age was not all it was cracked up to be.

Inez, who was seven, had less complicated needs, and just wanted Jenna to play Tummy Ache and Greedy Gorilla with her. Tertius, who was nearly six, wanted to show her his entire collection of Carz, and then stage races and horrific crashes on the floor at her feet, which he really didn’t need her to pay attention to. Sybil flew round doing housewifely things, and looked in from time to time to say she was grateful to Jenna for keeping the children occupied. Then as the moment approached for Oliver’s return, she went upstairs to make herself glamorous.

Jenna was still in tracksuit bottom and sloppy T-shirt – her widow’s weeds – but the general excitement of the house at the wanderer’s return finally filtered through to her vanity, and at the last moment she dashed upstairs too, changed, whacked on some slap, and raked the knots out of her hair. She stared a moment at her image in the mirror, and felt her lip tremble and tears threaten from the back of her nose. She looked pale and haggard and Allegra hadn’t been wrong about those bags. But what did it matter now? No one was ever going to love her again.

Since the first day, Patrick hadn’t phoned once. She’d had her mobile turned off, but there was nothing on voicemail; and though she hadn’t told him where she was going, he could have guessed, surely, and rung her on Oliver’s landline. Well, he didn’t love her any more, that was clear – not that she didn’t know that already, after finding him in bed with another woman (and who was she, anyway? None of her friends had had any clue). She was homeless, jobless and manless, putting on make-up for her brother! How sad was that? But then she gave herself a brisk shake – none of that, now! – told herself not to spoil Oliver’s return, and went down for the hugfest.

Oliver was shiny-eyed with tiredness and the long flight, not to mention the punishing work schedule and the horrible climate. He had been away three weeks this time. He hugged Jenna briefly but hard, and whispered, ‘Poor old monkey-face,’ into her ear. Sybil had told him the story during their daily telephone talks. He had to give his immediate undivided attention to his excited children, sit with them while they had supper, and then put them to bed, and then he wanted a long bath while Sybil prepared the grown-ups’ meal; so it was not until he came down, clean, damp-haired, freshly-shaved and smelling of Radox, and was wandering round the kitchen with a bottle of Burgundy in his hand looking for the corkscrew, that he was able to address his sister’s woes.

Jenna looked at him admiringly, thinking how handsome he was: tall and strong, with a slightly darker version of her own red hair – auburn, where hers was red-gold – and really blue eyes, instead of the greenish-blue hers were. They both took after their mother in colouring, while the rest of the family were dark like their father. It had always made her feel closer to him when they were children. When she had been mocked at school for being a redhead (Ginger, you’re barmy!) he had made her see it as being different in a good way – special. He had been her hero: there was nothing, she had felt, that Oliver couldn’t do. When she was about fourteen she had been so in love with him she thought she would die if he ever went away and got married; but he did go away, of course – to university first, which had eased the parting somewhat. He’d been going away ever since; but he always came back. And when he did marry, it was to Sybil, who was as unlike Jenna as could be, and whom she was glad to be able to feel was worthy of him. So that was all right.

Oliver found the corkscrew where Tertius had left it under the kitchen table – he’d been using it as an alien robot in one of his savage games – drew the cork and poured them all large glasses. ‘First today,’ he said. ‘God, that journey gets longer every time I do it. Why doesn’t anyone ever want a dam built in St Albans or Enfield?’

‘Next time, maybe,’ Sybil said, prodding the potatoes.

‘The first thing I want to say to you,’ Oliver went on, sitting at the kitchen table across from Jenna, ‘is that you’re not homeless. You can stay here as long as you want. It’s as much your home as mine, after all.’

‘Hardly,’ Jenna said.

‘It’s true. We all grew up here, and Ma didn’t give it to me or anything. I just live here by default, because no one else wanted to.’

‘But she’s bound to leave it to you in the end, because you do live here. Isn’t she?’

He grinned. ‘I hope to God she does. Imagine moving this lot out at a moment’s notice! But I don’t even know if she’s made a will.’

‘Michael would know,’ Sybil said. Michael was not only the eldest sibling, but a solicitor. ‘And if she hasn’t,’ she went on in her practical way, ‘he ought to make her. If she died intestate the state would get most of it, since she’s not married to the Major.’

‘Where are they, anyway?’ Jenna asked. Their mother communicated more with Oliver than anyone else. In every large family there’s always one sibling who is the correspondent, who keeps it all together.

‘On a yacht, belonging to a friend of the Major’s. It’s been lent to them for some unspecified time. They’re sailing up and down the south coast of Crete. But the Major’s apparently got an exhibition coming up in September in Cannes, so they’ll have to be back at Juan-les-Pins by then. You could do worse than think about angling for an invitation, Jenna. The Cap d’Antibes in September? How bad could that be?’

‘It’d work for me,’ Sybil remarked.

Jenna shuddered. ‘No, thank you. I’ve no desire to see my mother disporting herself among the Eden Roc set. Why can’t she live in a bungalow in Worthing and knit things, like anyone else’s mother?’

Oliver laughed. ‘Oh, come on! Which would you rather, if you were her? Cocktails at the Hotel du Cap, or a Thermos of tea in a beach hut in Bexhill? Even at the price of living with the Major . . .’

‘But he’s sweet,’ Sybil protested. ‘I like him.’

‘Well, I’m not likely to have the choice,’ Jenna said, feeling herself choke up. ‘I’m going to end up all alone in a council flat with seven cats. I’ll die and nobody will know, and the cats will eat me.’

‘Oh, that’s absurd,’ Sybil said.

‘It certainly is,’ Oliver said vigorously. ‘You’d never qualify for a council flat.’

Jenna couldn’t help laughing, though it ended up as a snort forcing its way through the lurking tears. ‘Beast,’ she said.

Oliver refilled her glass. ‘Seriously now, tell me what happened. Every detail.’

So she told him. He was wonderful to tell, because he really did want every detail, and he sympathized with her completely. By the time she had talked herself out, they had consumed Sybil’s salmon with ginger and coriander, crushed potatoes and baby pak choi, and were finishing off the second bottle of Meursault before tackling her magnificently boozy tiramisu, Oliver’s favourite pud.

‘He’s a stinker,’ Oliver said in judgement. ‘He doesn’t deserve you.’

‘Definitely not. He’s a rat,’ Sybil agreed.

‘A louse,’ Oliver improved. ‘You shouldn’t have got yourself mixed up with an architect, you know. You can never trust them. You should have picked a nice engineer instead. Roads and bridges, docks and piers, that’s the stuff for engineers. Wine and women, drugs and sex, that’s the stuff for architects.’

Jenna had heard that rhyme before, many times, but it still amused her. ‘Yes, but where am I going to find a nice engineer?’ she objected. ‘You’re married. Anyway, you’re my brother and, to quote Sir Thomas Beecham, you should try everything once, except country dancing and incest.’

‘I don’t think I’m the only one. I’m sure I could set you up with someone if I put my mind to it.’

‘I don’t want to be set up, thank you,’ Jenna said. ‘I’ve had it with this whole relationship thing. I’m so off men, you wouldn’t believe. How do you become a lesbian?’

‘Two members have to put you up,’ Oliver said. ‘And there’s a frightful initiation ceremony. I found out about it by accident and I’m sworn not to divulge. It involves biceps tattoos and Melissa Etheridge CDs. I can’t say more.’ He looked at her seriously. ‘You wouldn’t like it.’

Jenna laughed, but she cried a bit at the same time. ‘Oh, Oliver, what am I going to do?’

‘Oh, darling, everything will sort itself out in the long run. It’s the short term we have to think about – what you’re to do with yourself while you get over it. I’ll bend the mighty brain and come up with something. I’m home for ten days so we’ve got plenty of time to talk everything through. For now, let’s just enjoy pud, and then have coffee and lots of Marc in the drawing room. And some music. I’m so ready to listen to something that doesn’t involve sitars and finger bells!’

Sybil brought the tiramisu to the table. ‘You ought to take a holiday,’ she advised.

‘No money,’ Jenna said. ‘And with no job, I can’t afford to put it on the credit card. I’m homeless, jobless, loveless, penniless and hopeless. Damn Patrick!’

Oliver reached across and laid his hand briefly over hers. ‘We’ll sort it out,’ he promised.

He was such a comfort. And Jenna could see how the tiredness was catching up with him, and could not be so selfish as to keep him talking about her problems now, so she let herself be comforted, and reached for another subject.

‘How’s everyone else?’ she asked. ‘How’s Rock?’

Oliver was the third child of the Freemont family. Michael was the eldest and Jenna the youngest, and Oliver came between two other sisters, Rachel and Harriet. When he was about ten, and precocious, he had announced to their parents one day that it was like being between a rock and a hard place, and the parents had thought it rather clever. For a time everyone had tried calling Rachel and Harriet Rock and Hardplace. Hardplace was too unlike a name and didn’t suit Harriet anyway, so it lapsed. But Rock had stuck, and Rock Freemont was such a brilliant name for being famous with that Rachel had gone to Los Angeles as soon as she was able, to be famous properly in the best place for it. She had blagged her way into an agency in a menial capacity, and worked herself up, until she was now, at thirty-six, one of the big-name agents in Hollywood and earning shedloads of money. She had married a producer, Greg Scarpaccio, and they lived in a vast house in Beverley Hills that Oliver always referred to as Cliché Towers. Though she didn’t communicate much with the rest of the family, she kept in touch with Oliver by email. He said it was from a residual sense of gratitude to him for having given her the fantastic name.

‘She’s in storming form, as always. Greg’s producing the new Julia Roberts movie, and Rock’s got a terrific part in it for one of her newcomers, one of those gets-you-noticed roles. Oh, and she and Greg are having another dog.’

‘Another? They’ve got three already.’

‘From what I gather, she was toying with the idea of adopting an African baby, like Madonna, and Greg talked her out of it. So she’s having a dog instead. A designer dog, of course.’

‘A Labradoodle?’ Jenna said. ‘I hear they’re all the rage.’

Oliver looked impish. ‘No, this one’s a cross between a bulldog and a shih-tzu.’

Jenna worked it out, and then punched him on the arm. ‘You’re making it up.’

‘I bet if I bred them I’d find a market for them in California. Actually, I think she’s getting a schnoodle, which is a cross between a schnauzer and a poodle, and actually quite a sensible mutt, despite the silly name.’

‘Just don’t talk about dogs in front of the children,’ Sybil said. ‘They’ve always wanted one, and that’s the last thing I need to complicate my life. It’s a shame you can’t go and have a holiday with Rock and Greg, Jenna. That would take you out of yourself.’

‘It might put me in someone else,’ Jenna said. ‘I don’t need any more fantasy and illusion in my life. I couldn’t afford the fare, anyway. How’s Harriet?’

Oliver and Sybil exchanged a quick glance, before Oliver said, ‘She’s having another baby. Due in October.’

‘Oh, good for her,’ Jenna said, but her voice wobbled a bit in spite of her determination. Harriet’s little Martha was nearly two, and adorable. She had a nice financier husband and house in Greenwich and soon would have two children. Her timetable was impeccable: living with Richard at twenty-six, married at twenty-eight, had Martha at twenty-nine, and baby number two due at thirty-one. And here was Jenna, twenty-seven and nothing to show for it.

Sybil read her thoughts and sought to distract her. ‘We saw Michael a few weeks ago,’ she said. ‘All of us went over for Sunday lunch.’

Michael, thirty-eight, was a corporate lawyer at a big company’s headquarters in Swindon, and lived in an almost unbearably exquisite village in the Cotswolds. With his extremely beautiful wife. And their four children. Oh hell, I’m such a failure, Jenna thought.

Sybil was still reading her thoughts. ‘He’s getting an enormous bald patch,’ she offered comfortingly. ‘He’s starting to look like a monk.’

Oliver burst out laughing, and Jenna couldn’t help joining in. ‘Oh dear, if I’m reduced to Schadenfreude, there really is no help for me,’ she said, wiping her eyes.

‘Never mind, monkey-face,’ Oliver said. ‘All will be well. One day, anyway. Let’s go and listen to some Brahms.’

‘I don’t know what I’d do without you,’ Jenna said. ‘Family is a wonderful thing.’


Three

On Sunday morning her best friend, Izzy, rang her to say she had found out who the Other Woman was.

‘Serious beavering combined with a spot of good luck,’ Izzy admitted. ‘This friend of mine, Dot, who works for Designers Guild, knows someone who knows something about a big job being done by Patrick’s firm in Onslow Square—’

‘Yes, I know. Penthouse suite. No expense spared. Patrick’s working on it.’

‘That’s right,’ said Izzy. ‘Apparently the interior design’s being done by Sotterton’s – Dot said they’d hoped to get it at DG, which was why she took an interest. Anyway, this friend of hers, Beryl, works for Sotterton’s, and she says the designer who’s actually doing the penthouse is someone called Charlotte Anstruther. Sloaney-type, ex-public school. Tall, blonde, fairly eye-worthy, apparently. Beryl says she’s on site an awful lot, more often than you’d think necessary, so suspected there must be a man at the bottom of it, and fair enough one day this bloke came to the shop to pick this Charlotte up for lunch. Said they needed to talk about the Onslow Square job, but Beryl said there was a lot more than that going on. They were obviously pretty friendly, and Charlotte took his arm and they were heads-together and laughing before they’d even got out of the shop. Charlotte apparently told Beryl the bloke was the architect in charge, and the description fits Patrick, so I reckon that’s who it must be.’

‘It makes sense,’ Jenna said sadly.

‘That’s what I thought,’ Izzy said sympathetically. ‘Two people spending a lot of time together, alone in a half-built roof extension. Working late – you said Patrick’d been working late a lot recently. Standing close together, heads bent over the same set of plans. Fingers touching accidentally—’

‘You don’t need to go on.’

‘He says, “We’ve got things to discuss – can’t do it here with all the dust and building rubbish around – how about lunch?” One thing leads to another—’

‘I said you needn’t go on. I get the picture,’ Jenna said. ‘It was always going to be a worry, when he works on such exalted properties. Posh clients – rich, idle women, most of them – not to mention top-end designers, mostly female, who have to be super-glamorous to get the jobs in the first place. And Patrick’s so gorgeous. And the domestic settings they meet in are so convenient.’

‘Oh Jen, I’m sorry.’

‘I just always thought he wouldn’t be tempted – or that if he was tempted, he wouldn’t fall because we were happy together. But she’s much more his type than I am, obviously. They’re a better match.’ She sighed. ‘I don’t really know what he saw in me to begin with.’

‘Now don’t start that. Any man would be lucky to get you. You’re gorgeous, bright, funny—’

‘—and nobody wants me. How’s Toby?’ she changed the subject. Izzy was going out with a married man – if ‘going out’ was the right way to describe the relationship, which seemed to involve always being in, sitting alone at home by the telephone night after night and weekend after weekend.

‘Oh, he’s fine,’ Izzy said. ‘He thinks he might be able to come over this afternoon,’ she added proudly. ‘His wife’s going to see her mother, and if she takes the kid with her, he’ll be able to get away for a couple of hours.’

‘So you’re going to stay in all day on the off chance that he’ll come over for a bonk, and then leave you to spend the night alone while he goes back to his nice cosy home?’

‘He comes over whenever he can,’ Izzy protested feebly. ‘It isn’t easy for him.’

‘It seems bloody easy to me. He has it both ways and you have nothing. He never takes you out anywhere. You can’t go on holiday together, or spend Christmas together—’

‘Oh, I know, I know! I hate it!’ Izzy wailed. ‘I want a proper life. I want to sleep with him and go shopping with him and spend weekends with him and all that bourgeois happy shit.’

‘Iz, you know he’s never going to leave his wife. He uses you. You should dump him,’ Jenna said gently.

‘I can’t! I’d have no one! I’d be alone!’

‘But you’ll never find anyone as long as you’re involved with him.’

‘I’ve invested two whole years on him – I can’t throw all that away now. I’m twenty-nine. It’s all right for you, you’ve got Patrick—’ She stopped abruptly. ‘Sorry, Jen,’ she said more quietly. ‘I was forgetting who’s supposed to be comforting who.’

‘We’re in the same boat now,’ Jenna said.

‘A leaky bloody rowing-boat with no oars,’ Izzy said glumly. ‘What a life! What’s wrong with us? What’s wrong with them?’

‘I don’t know,’ Jenna said. ‘I miss him so much, Izzy. But I hate him too. How could he do that to me?’

‘One consolation, if he cheated on you, he’ll cheat on her just the same. You’re better off without him.’

‘Wise words, Izzy my friend. Now apply them to yourself.’

‘Oh God, you’re right!’ Izzy said. ‘Even if Toby left Jennifer and married me, I’d be wondering all the time if he was going to do the same thing again.’

‘Chances are he would. Once they’ve tasted blood . . .’

‘Oh don’t. That’s it!’ Izzy said decisively. ‘I’m going to give him up. Definitely. I’m going to tell him to sling his hook, and take my chances out there. It’s the only way. Let one good thing come out of this conversation, anyway.’

‘Good for you,’ Jenna said. But she knew that Izzy wouldn’t stick to it. She’d given up Toby at least six times before, and always took him back when he said he couldn’t live without her, and swore he’d tell his wife about her at ‘the first opportunity’. Only that opportunity never materialized. There was always some excuse. Well, one thing was for sure – Jenna was not going to play second fiddle to Charlotte in Patrick’s life. She had the horrible object lesson of Izzy before her. ‘You’re an inspiration to us all,’ she told her friend.

‘Hang on, I haven’t done it yet,’ Izzy said.

Jenna didn’t say, ‘That’s exactly what I mean.’

It was fortunate that she had the conversation with Izzy first and was feeling braced, because almost as soon as she put the receiver down, the phone rang again, and without thinking she picked it up. It was Patrick.

‘Jenna, thank heavens! Why didn’t you call me?’

‘Hello, Patrick.’ The sound of his voice was making her insides do acrobatics, and she couldn’t manage any more than that.

‘I’ve been worried sick about you. You just went off without telling me where you were going.’

‘You should have guessed I’d be here. Where else could I go, after all?’

‘I shouldn’t have to guess,’ he said crossly. ‘You’ve no idea how worried I’ve been.’

‘Not worried enough to make you phone here before now.’

‘I’ve been very busy,’ he said, giving himself away. ‘I have a job, you know. One of us has to earn enough to pay the bills.’

‘You know about me losing my job, then?’

‘I tried to ring you at work,’ he said. ‘That obnoxious female, Julie, said you’d been let go.’

And even that didn’t make you ring me here, Jenna thought.

‘I’m sorry,’ he added into the silence she left.

‘Well, it hardly matters in the scheme of things, does it?’ she said.

‘Oh come on, Jenna, let’s not make a big song and dance over this,’ he said impatiently. ‘I made a mistake, I’m sorry. Now let’s be civilized about it. Come home, and let’s talk about it.’

‘There’s nothing to talk about,’ she said stonily.

‘Look, I know you’re angry, but do try to keep a sense of proportion—’

‘A sense of proportion?’ she said, amazed. ‘I find you in bed with another woman, and I’m supposed to make the adjustment?’

‘All right, I know it was unpleasant for you, finding out like that, but let’s put that behind us. It’s not as if I planned it. It was just something that happened. An aberration.’

‘Not good enough,’ Jenna said. ‘You don’t find yourself in bed with someone in a split second, like getting knocked down on a crossing. It takes time to get your clothes off, if nothing else. You could have stopped at any point, but you didn’t.’

‘But it didn’t mean anything! I swear to you, Charlotte doesn’t mean anything to me.’

‘Unfortunately, while you were in bed with her, neither did I,’ Jenna said. ‘I wanted to say to you, “How could you?” But I can see only too clearly how you could. I’m sorry, Patrick. Even if I wanted to come back, I could never trust you again. And I don’t think I do want to.’

‘I think you do,’ Patrick said angrily. ‘You just want me to beg you. I thought our relationship was a bit more grown up than that. Besides, I have nothing to beg for. I’ve been damned good for you, and you know it. You had nothing when I met you. I’m sorry you lost your job, but it’s a blessing in disguise really, because I know of a really good opening for you, a much better job, something you’ll enjoy, something with real prospects. You don’t want to throw all that away for the sake of a silly tiff. Come home, and we’ll talk it through in a civilized manner, like two adults. That’s my last offer. It’s not as if you have that many options, is it? You can’t want to sleep on your brother’s sofa for ever.’

‘If I’d been thinking of coming back, you’d have just talked me out of it,’ Jenna said. ‘Do you hear yourself? You don’t even think you’ve done anything wrong, do you? It was only getting caught you regret.’ She tired of it, suddenly. ‘I’m going to put the phone down now. Goodbye, Patrick. Don’t call again, because I won’t talk to you.’

‘Wait! Don’t hang up!’ he called urgently. ‘I’ve got something important to say.’

‘What?’ she asked wearily.

‘You’ll change your mind about coming back,’ he said. ‘But I advise you not to take too long about it.’

‘Is that all?’ she said. ‘You cheated on me, and now you’re threatening me?’

‘No! That wasn’t it. What I wanted to say was – Charlotte wants her watch back.’

‘What watch?’ Jenna said, amazed at his cheek.

‘The one you took. I don’t say “stole”, because I know you were upset, but—’

‘If you are referring to the present you gave me, which you left on my bedside cabinet for me—’ Jenna began.

He interrupted, sounding nervous. ‘Now, don’t mess around, Jenna. I mean it. That’s a very expensive watch!’

‘I can tell. Your generosity touches me greatly. And I wouldn’t dream of parting with it. It’s the nicest thing you’ve ever given me. It will always remind me of you.’

‘You can’t keep it! Charlotte’s furious!’

‘You’ll have to buy her another one, then, won’t you?’ Jenna said with deep satisfaction, and put the phone down. She looked at her watch fondly. Serve him right, the cheapskate! Anyway, it was a small enough price to pay for four years of Jenna’s precious life.

The family rallied round, each in their own way. Harriet phoned first.

‘Oh Jenna, I’m so sorry! And after four years! We all thought you were settled down for good. But you’ll find someone else, I know you will. You’re so smart and modern and everything, I bet they’ll be queuing up for you as soon as they know you’re free. But you and Patrick seemed so good together. Richard and I have only been waiting for you to announce you were getting married. And you’d have had such lovely babies! I know you’ve always wanted a family.’

‘But what about your good news?’ Jenna said. ‘Congratulations. Olly says you’re in pig again.’

That was all it took. ‘Yes, and we’re so excited. A little brother or sister for Martha! We’ve talked about whether we want to know the sex beforehand, and we’ve decided it’s more exciting if we don’t, especially for Martha – though whether we’ll be able to stick by it I don’t know. They do rather pressure you when they do the scan, and it’s hard to resist. And everyone offers you their second-hand things for the baby and of course it’s awkward if you don’t know – not that it matters for things like buggies, and I suppose it doesn’t really matter if you dress a girl in blue things and vice versa, but when people offer you a choice of pink or blue it seems silly not to know. It’s due in October, did Olly tell you? Which is nice because we ought to have got settled down in time for Christmas. It’s going to be such a wonderful Christmas, with a new baby, and Martha will be old enough to really get the most out of it. She was too young last Christmas, though I’ll never forget the expression on her face when we first turned on the Christmas tree lights. It made me want to cry. And the new baby will make it seem all the more special – it will help her understand the baby Jesus stories so much better. I’m sure she’s going to be perfect with it, whichever it is, boy or girl, because she’s got such a lovely little personality, and she’s very gentle with her dolls. She was asking if she could have a little brother or sister just a couple of months ago, but we didn’t tell her then because we wanted to be absolutely sure before we did. It would be terrible to disappoint her. We’ll be telling her next weekend and making a little occasion out of it. I want her always to remember the day she first found out. It’s so wonderful that it happened so easily, because we’d always planned to have them two or three years apart, only when you’ve been on the pill you don’t know how long it will take your system to get straight again, but I must have fallen practically the moment we started trying. Richard’s been so sweet. He’s so supportive. I must tell you what he did when I told him . . .’

Jenna was genuinely pleased for Harriet, and didn’t really want to talk about her horrible situation, so she listened happily and made the right remarks and thought about being an aunt again, and tried not to wonder if that’s all she would ever be.

Michael was gravely sympathetic and then briskly professional. ‘Have you thought about making a claim against him?’

‘What do you mean, a claim?’

‘Well, four years is a long time, and from what Oliver says you’re coming out of it with nothing at all to show for it. I know the flat belongs to him, but don’t forget, all that time you were making a contribution. These days, the fact that you weren’t married doesn’t make as much difference as it used to. There’s a definite presumption of shared assets, and your contribution to the household budget gives you an equity in the total estate.’

‘You mean palimony?’ Jenna said.

She could almost hear him wince over the wires. ‘We don’t use that expression. But you need to think very carefully about your situation, Jenna. You’ve lost your job, and now through no fault of your own you’ve lost your home, too. Patrick is well able to afford to buy you out, and that’s what he ought to do, morally as well as legally. It wasn’t all one-way traffic, you know. He benefited from your contribution just as much as vice versa, and you ought to be getting the facts together and the papers served before you’ve been apart for too long. Now, I can’t act for you myself because it’s not really my province, but I can put you in touch with a really good man who understands this kind of case and will get you the best possible settlement. And before you ask, you needn’t worry about legal costs, because Patrick is clearly the one at fault and he’ll have to pay your expenses as well as his own. But I’ll put up anything that needs to be found ahead of the judgement, don’t worry, because I know how you’re fixed. Now, let me tell you how we should approach it . . .’

To Jenna’s surprise, Rock emailed her, via Oliver:


Jen, always thought Patrick too glam to be true. Wouldn’t be surprised if he was closet gay. Better off without him. But bad luck about the job! Rotten for you, esp in recession. You should come out here – recession beginning to bite but still opportunities, and LA hooked on English accents etc which would give you the edge. Your CV good for mag work here – double the salary! Or you could think about getting into my line. Your looks and personality wd be a big hit and I’ve got contacts ;-) Think about it. Get the career right and the men will follow – and if they don’t, you’ve got the career!



Even her mother telephoned, from a cellphone somewhere off Corfu.

‘Darling, I’m so sorry! What a blow. We quite thought you were settled. And that nice boy – such a looker, so charming, and a partner in the firm and everything! Frankly, I always wondered how you’d managed it! Not that you’re not a lovely girl, of course, darling, but you are a bit scatty and careless. I’ll never forget that time you were dancing about with your skirt whirling up and you had a hole in your knickers.’

‘Mummy, I was ten at the time.’

‘Were you? It seems like yesterday. But anyway, darling, I really am sorry, I promise you. You must be so miserable. My heart bleeds for you. And Clifford sends his condolences.’

It always caught Jenna out when her mother called the Major Clifford. She always wondered for a split second who the hell Clifford was. ‘That’s nice of him.’

‘He is nice. We both think you ought to have a holiday before you try to get another job – do you good to get away for a bit. Clifford suggested you came out to us for a week or so, but the weather isn’t very nice out here at the moment, and frankly, darling, this boat is such a wretched little teacup, there’s hardly room to swing a cat. Just about tolerable for two, as long as they’re two small ones and they don’t mind standing close together, but with three you’d have to take numbers just to turn round.’

‘It’s all right, Mummy, I wouldn’t dream of intruding on you.’

Her mother’s voice warmed with relief. ‘Darling! It wouldn’t be an intrusion! We’d love to have you! But you just wouldn’t be comfortable in this horrid old tub, and at a time like this you need to be comfortable most of all. It wouldn’t be a holiday otherwise, would it? And we both think you really ought to take a holiday. Get you out of yourself.’

‘I haven’t got any money for a holiday,’ Jenna said.

‘You ought to go and stay with Michael and Camilla. The Cotswolds are lovely at this time of year. And they have central heating that works, unlike that wretched Muswell Hill barn. There’s that charming room that Clifford and I stayed in at Michael’s last year, with the en-suite bathroom and dressing room. You’d be comfortable there.’

‘That was their room, Mummy – Michael and Camilla’s. I don’t think they’d give it up for me.’

‘Wouldn’t they? Well, perhaps not. In that case, you’d better not go to them. You might have to share with one of their ghastly children. I know they’re my own grandchildren, but I can’t help thinking they take too much after Camilla’s side. I knew her father, you know, and he was an absolute pudding. Darling, I must ring off – this is costing a fortune. I’ll give some more thought to where you might go for a holiday, and ring again if I think of something. Clifford sends his love. Bye, darling. Be good.’

Family! Jenna thought fondly as she replaced the receiver. You can’t beat it when there’s a spot of rallying round to be done.


Four

‘I still think you ought to have a holiday,’ Sybil said, presiding over Sunday night supper. ‘You look really peaky.’

‘Peaky!’ Oliver snorted. ‘That’s the sort of word only mothers can use with credibility.’

‘I am a mother,’ Sybil pointed out. ‘You saw to that.’

‘What I need,’ Jenna said, ‘is to get a new job.’

‘Not until you’ve had a break. You’ve suffered a shock, and you need to get away,’ Sybil said. ‘Also I’d like to be able to say, when Patrick phones again, that you’re not living here.’

‘You can say it,’ Oliver mentioned.

‘I’m no good at lying. If she weren’t here I could sound convincing.’

‘I don’t have any money,’ Jenna said.

‘She needs a job,’ Oliver said, ‘and it may not be easy in the current climate.’

‘Well, then,’ said Sybil, ever practical, ‘we must find her a job that feels like a holiday.’

Jenna liked the sound of that. ‘What sort of thing would that be?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. Tour rep, or tourist guide maybe.’

‘But those would be long-term jobs.’

‘OK, tour rep would be, but I’m sure a lot of the smaller tourist attractions must take on temporary staff for the summer.’

‘A lot of those places we went to down in Cornwall last year certainly would,’ Oliver agreed. ‘The lesser-known gardens and miniature trains and petting zoos and so on.’

‘Or equestrian centres,’ Sybil said. ‘You ride and you’re good with horses.’

‘I doubt they’d take on short-term staff,’ Oliver said.

‘I wouldn’t want to commit myself to a long term,’ Jenna said. ‘I need to get back into my career.’

‘What about house-sitting, then?’ Oliver said. ‘That can be as short-term as you like.’

‘Doesn’t pay very much,’ Sybil said.

‘It’s not supposed to,’ Oliver argued. ‘It’s supposed to be a holiday.’ He saw Jenna was looking tired, and knew she could not bear long arguments yet. ‘You just relax and leave it to us,’ he said. ‘We’ll think of something between us.’

‘Between us?’ she queried.

‘The family. I’ll talk to everyone and we’ll brainstorm. We’ll come up with the perfect thing for you. You just rest and read and don’t even think about it until I bring you the solution on a plate.’

Jenna remembered her recent conversations with the family and thought Oliver’s confidence might be misplaced. But he was the master manipulator. Perhaps he would get better results. And she liked the idea of ‘the job that felt like a holiday’. She really did want to get away, she discovered. She didn’t want accidentally to catch another of Patrick’s phone calls. She didn’t want to open the front door and find him outside. She was afraid of what he might say and what her reaction might be. Leaving had been done on the strength of the moment, but she didn’t feel strong any more.

Over the next few days, as she got over the weak and weepy stage, she found her feelings about him veering about alarmingly. She still hated him for what he had done, and she was heartsore and grieving, but she missed him so much that her longing for him was sometimes almost stronger than the hate. The thought that he was just down the road and accessible was scary.

He had asked her to come back. Part of her wanted so much to go back. She wanted to sleep beside him, instead of in Oliver’s spare room. She wanted to breakfast with him and go home to him after work, share all the familiar small conversations and actions of accustomed lovers, the bread-and-butter of relationships. And he had said he knew of an opening for her, a really good job that she would enjoy. She might have her life back, her good, lucky life that everyone had envied! All she had to do was to dismiss what he had done from her mind.

And was it so bad, after all? He said it was a mistake. People made mistakes. Wasn’t the grown-up, the civilized thing to do to forget it, to put the past behind her? Nobody was perfect, after all. We all needed understanding. Turn the other cheek. To forgive was divine. Let bygones be bygones. There were plenty of clichés to choose from. He had asked her to come back, that was the important thing.

And if she delayed too long, he might change his mind. That insidious thought made her shiver. What if she missed her chance? He might meet someone else at any moment and her window of opportunity would slam shut. She’d never get another man as good as him. Let’s face it, she was heading for thirty, and good men were thin on the ground. She ought to grab what she could, and think herself lucky.

She had almost got to the telephone on the stream of this thinking when she managed to stop herself. Craven, craven! He had betrayed her, deceived her, and had not even really felt he had done wrong. He had barely apologized. He had suggested she was being unreasonable in objecting. Had she really forgotten all that, just because she was scared no one else would ever fancy her?

Whoever else she might live with in her life, she would have to live with herself. ‘And I don’t want to live with a pathetic, cringing coward like you,’ she addressed herself sternly in the mirror above the telephone table in the hall. She stuck her tongue out at herself, removed her hand from the receiver, grabbed a book, and went to sit out in the garden in the sunshine, because Sybil said she was office-pale and needed vitamin D.

If Olly didn’t come up with anything, she decided, she would start looking for another job next week; and if she never had another man for the whole of the rest of her life, at least she would have her self-respect. A tiny voice in her mind told her that was a bleak prospect, not to say cold comfort, but she ignored it. The one thing she wouldn’t do was go back to Patrick. That was definite.

Unless he begged her, the tiny voice added as a caveat, but she ignored it resolutely.

‘I’ve done it,’ Oliver said proudly, emerging from the house on a warm evening a few days later. ‘I am brilliant, a genius, an unparalleled fixer. Feel free to worship me, oh mere mortals.’

Sybil and Jenna looked up from deckchairs where they were chatting and enjoying the last rays. The children (who should have been in bed) were playing at the other end of the garden, making the most of the oversight and effacing themselves in the shrubbery in the hope of extending it.

‘Fixed what?’ Sybil asked. ‘I hope you mean that dripping tap in Jenna’s bathroom?’

‘Do I look like a plumber?’ Oliver demanded scornfully. ‘Did Churchill go to Yalta to unclog the sink? Did they discuss drain-busting techniques at Bretton Woods? Anyway, why don’t you get Mr Thing in?’ he descended abruptly from the heights of rhetoric.

‘Because he has a call-out charge now,’ Sybil said reasonably, ‘so I was waiting for more than one thing to need attention. Thirty quid’s too much when it’s only a fifty-pee washer that needs changing. I’m sure you could do it, if you put your mind to it.’

‘We’re losing sight of the big picture here,’ Oliver said, frustrated. ‘We’re not supposed to be talking domestica. I have news of great joy, news of great mirth. I’ve solved Jenna’s problem.’

‘You’ve found me a job?’ she said, feeling a little curl of excitement in her stomach.

‘A job that will feel just like a holiday,’ Oliver said, taking the empty chair opposite the women. ‘I spoke to Michael and Rock and then I rang Ma, and she’s just rung back to say it’s fixed.’

‘Oh my God, I’m not going to have to be a chambermaid in someone’s villa?’ Jenna said. ‘She’s offered me up at slave wages to someone she owes a favour to!’

‘No!’ said Oliver. ‘Really, Jen, have a little faith.’

‘In Ma? I can’t think of any other reason she’d try to help me.’

‘Have faith in me, I mean,’ Oliver said. ‘It’s true she wasn’t keen to stir herself, but when I hinted that unless we thought of something she’d be forced to invite you out for a long rest, she sprang into action.’

‘Positively Machiavellian,’ Sybil drawled. ‘If this is going to be a long story, I need a drink. Oh goodness, those children! They ought to be in bed.’

‘Give them five more minutes, while Olly tells us the plan,’ said Jenna, ‘and then I’ll help you with them. I want to know my fate.’

‘You’ll love this,’ Oliver promised. ‘There’s this old relative, a sort of cousin of Ma’s, called Kitty Everest.’ He pronounced the name Eave-wrist. ‘It’s spelled like Mount Everest, apparently, but it’s pronounced like that. Anyway, she lives in this gorgeous old house in the country – like a stately home but in miniature – and she needs a live-in assistant, someone to do inventory and cataloguing work for her, and some secretarial. No special training necessary. Nothing a normal, literate, intelligent person can’t handle. But she’s a bit particular and doesn’t want a complete stranger, so you’d fit the bill perfectly.’

Jenna looked doubtful. ‘Live-in assistant to an old lady? I’m not going to end up helping her into the bath and seeing she takes her pills, am I?’

Oliver laughed. ‘No, she’s not old like that. She’s only about Ma’s age, perfectly fit and compos mentis. I probably shouldn’t have called her old. I mean, sixty isn’t old these days – look at the Major. Rock says Ma told her she was quite a tearaway in her youth. And Michael’s met her, and he says she’s nice – bright and funny.’

‘Met her recently? I don’t remember Ma talking about her.’

‘He met her a couple of years ago. Something legal she went to him for, because of the family connection. I think that might have been when her husband died – did I mention she was a widow? He and Rock remembered her being around when they were little – they called her Aunty Kitty – but Ma sort of lost touch with her over the years. You know the way it goes. I mean, we never see any of our cousins, do we?’

‘True. So how did Ma know this cousin wanted help?’

‘It was Michael suggested it. He’d heard from a friend of a friend that Mrs Everest was thinking of selling some of the contents of Holtby House and needed someone to help with the inventory and so on. I rang Ma and put the fear of God into her. Ma rang Mrs E, Mrs E rang Michael, Michael rang me, I rang Ma again, Ma rang Mrs E again, and now all we’ve got to do is to confirm you’re going, and when you’ll arrive. It was as simple as that.’

‘Wait, wait. You’re going too fast. I need to think about it,’ Jenna protested.

‘What’s to think about?’ Oliver said. ‘Look, it’s live in, lovely house, gorgeous countryside, a little light clerical work and bags of time off to wander about the lanes and so on. You’ll get your keep, plus pocket money, fifty a week, cash. OK, it’s not a fortune, but frankly, there’ll be nothing to spend it on so you can stick it straight in the bank. And Michael’s got her to agree to a minimum of one month. So if you find there isn’t much of a job there, you can spin it out and enjoy yourself. And if it turns out that she needs someone permanent, Michael says he’d be glad if you’d help her recruit your successor, because he doesn’t want the old girl to get ripped off, or end up with some complete bastard living in her house.’

‘He likes her, then?’ Sybil said. ‘He wouldn’t be worried if he didn’t think she was nice.’

‘He says she’s quite a character. He thinks Jenna would get on well with her. Come on now, Jen, what do you say? Isn’t it the perfect solution? A real holiday in the country, with a little light work to keep you from getting bored.’

‘And as long as no one tells me where Holtby is,’ Sybil added happily, ‘I’ll be able to tell Patrick I’ve no idea where you are.’

Patrick! Jenna had forgotten about him for a blissful moment. Memories came crowding back in. She needed to get away. It was too easy to think about him here in London.

‘In any case, even if you don’t like it, it’s only a month,’ Oliver said. ‘You can put up with that. But you’ll probably have a whale of a time.’

‘I’ll do it,’ Jenna said. ‘Thanks, Oliver. Where is this place, anyway?’

‘La la la,’ Sybil said loudly, putting her hands over her ears. ‘I can’t hear you. I’m going to put the children to bed. Wait till I’ve gone to tell her.’

Jenna had mixed feelings about the countryside. When she was little, before her father died, they had had a country cottage for weekends and holidays in the depths of rural Buckinghamshire. She remembered wet weekends, when the cottage had a strange, mushroomy smell about it, and the bed sheets felt sticky with damp. The rain teemed down endlessly from a sky like the underside of a submarine – grey, dark and featureless. It dripped monotonously from gutters and branches and the eyelashes of morose cows in sodden fields. There was nothing to do, the sulky wood fire did little to mitigate the clammy cold, and even the cardboard of the indoor games went soft. Enforced walks were torture, for the mud stuck to your wellies in great joke clumps, weighing down your baby legs until you could hardly get along. You couldn’t even sit down and throw a paddy because the grass was soaking and it was impossible to get dry again.

She remembered weekends for the tedium of packing to go down there – everyone had to help – and being crammed together in the car with bags of this and cardboard boxes of that, the biscuit tin never within reach, and the handle of Pa’s precious frying-pan, swathed in newspaper, sticking into your back. And then there was the doom-filled moment on Sunday afternoon when Pa announced it was time to pack to come home, and you knew the weekend was over and it was school tomorrow.

But then there were the summer holidays, when cloudless days seem to stretch into a golden eternity, week upon glorious week. The meadow grass was waist high, patched with vivid wild flowers – poppies, moon daisies and cornflowers, scarlet, white, gold and blue – and the thick trees spread delicious cold shade under their skirts. Your hot skin smelled like biscuits, and you ran about barefoot in nothing but shorts and T-shirt day after day. There were ponies for riding and dogs for taking for walks. There was swimming in the cold-smelling river, and fishing for sticklebacks, standing calf deep in the little stream at the end of the field.

There was the church fête, with skittles and guess-the-weight-of-the-cake and a game where you rolled wooden balls down a slope into numbered holes, and stalls selling home-made sweets. The vicar who smelled of mothballs came round selling raffle tickets and Ma got into an argument with him, saying raffles were the same as gambling and therefore not Christian, and hurt his feelings. There was the village sports day, with egg-and-spoon and sack race and heart-bursting running, barefoot over the baked ground, with the smell of bruised grass and the delicious, maddening whiff of hot diesel from the fairground just warming up for later. And most of all there was the heavenly do-nothing of childhood summer afternoons, when the stunned heat lay over the land and you were content to lie on your back on the grass and chew a stem of rye, stare up at the deep, deep, endless blue and wait for teatime.

The strange thing was that in her memory both states, wet and dry, seemed to have been continuous, which was clearly impossible. The other permanency, of course, had been the presence of Pa, tall, balding, delicious smelling, his big hands always ready to whisk you up into the air and dangle you, shrieking with pleasure because you knew he wouldn’t let you fall; telling you fascinating things about insects and plants; showing you how to do an archaeological dig in the compost heap; standing at the stove in the dark little kitchen, experimenting. He loved to cook, and at the cottage was his only opportunity. One year he had collected a whole basket of fungi in the woods and fields and fried them in butter, and no one would eat them, because Ma said he didn’t know a mushroom from a toadstool and would poison them all. He had eaten them himself, and Jenna had been racked with torment because he looked so hurt and disappointed. Even now, years and years later, she wanted to go back and eat his ‘fungus feast’ with him and make it all right at last. When you were little you thought your parents would last for ever, like the sunny days; and when they were gone you remembered most of all the times you had missed a chance to make them happy.

She was old enough now to know that a month in the country would not be either perfectly wonderful or perfectly horrible, and that was good enough for her. She was looking forward to it, and her first sight of the village of Holtby was encouraging. It seemed prosperous: near enough to the motorway to attract the well off, and far enough away not to hear it. It looked very pretty, with stone-built houses along the main street, a few interesting-looking shops, a snippet of village green with a row of handsome chestnuts and a stone horse-trough. She wound down her window and drove slowly, enjoying the afternoon air and the way the sunlight poured gold-green through the chestnut leaves. The horse-trough seemed to be full of water, which was unusual these days, and suggested a horsey local community. There was a handsome church and a nice-looking pub opposite it, The Crown and Cushion, with colourful hanging baskets and a sign saying ‘Home Cooked Food’ and ‘Garden at Rear’.

The only problem was that she missed the turning for Holtby House on the first pass. Mrs Everest had sent her instructions but she somehow didn’t see it and found herself trundling out of the village at the other end into open countryside, and had to look for a farm gate to turn round in. She spotted it on the second pass – a narrow lane just past the post office that hardly looked like a real road – but too late to turn into it, so she had to loop round the village green and make a third run. After that it was quite straightforward and in moments she was pulling into a stable yard through big stone gateposts which bore small notices, one of which said HOLTBY HOUSE and the other DELIVERIES ONLY. The coach houses had evidently been turned into garages at some point in the past, but the stables looked intact – though sadly empty – and one side of the square was a small stone cottage, behind which rose the blank wall of the main house, to which it seemed to be attached.

Jenna turned Florence and parked modestly at the side in front of one of the garages, and climbed out. The air was warm and still and smelled of grass, and somewhere nearby a blackbird was singing. She looked about her and felt a deep contentment stealing over her. She was glad to be here.

A small sound made her turn, and she saw a woman coming in through a gate in the wall beside the cottage, through which she could see a glimpse of sunny garden.

‘There you are!’ the woman called in a glad voice, as if she had been longing for Jenna to arrive. She was small and spare, dressed in jeans and garden clogs and a T-shirt, and had a Boris Johnson-esque shock of unruly blonde hair. The overall impression was so youthful that Jenna said doubtfully, ‘Mrs Everest?’

Only when she came close did it become apparent that the blonde hair was shot through with grey and silver and ash and the face was that of a woman of mature years. Even then it was remarkably smooth and unwrinkled, betrayed only by lines around the eyes and mouth; but she smiled with an energetic impishness, and her eyes were bright and intelligent. ‘Bless you for pronouncing it right!’ she said, putting out her hand. ‘But you must call me Kitty if we’re to live together. And I hope I can call you Jenna? What an interesting name, by the way.’

‘I don’t know what my mother was thinking of,’ Jenna said smilingly, shaking the lean, firm paw. ‘All the rest got perfectly plain, simple names. I think she’d run out of inspiration, or patience, or something, by the time I came along.’

‘Five is a lot,’ Kitty said gravely. ‘For a human, anyway. Dogs manage things much better. But Jenna’s a pretty name, and it must be nice to be different. There were six Katherines in my year at school. I’d lost touch with your mother before you were born, so you won’t remember me. Harriet was just a babe in arms, and Oliver a toddler, but I knew Michael and Rachel. But why are we standing in the yard talking? You must need a drink after your journey. Was it difficult?’

‘No, it was quite easy, except for missing the turning in the village.’

Kitty put a hand to her face. ‘You know, I don’t know why I told you to come in that way. I suppose because that’s the way I always come in. You’d have found the front entrance much more easily. Never mind, you’re here now. Let’s grab your bags and take them in and dump them in the hall, and have a drink before anything else. I expect you’re gasping for a gin and tonic.’

‘I’ve been thinking about it ever since I left the motorway,’ Jenna said.

Kitty grinned. ‘I can see you’re a girl after my own heart! I can’t tell you how pleased I am you’re here. I know we’re going to get along famously.’

‘I think so too,’ Jenna said, and meant it. Anyone whose first thought for an arriving traveller was to get a gin and tonic down them was all right with her.
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