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The door will open slowly and I shall see what there is
 behind the door. It is the future.


The door to the future will open. Slowly. Unrelentingly.
 I am on the threshold.


Simone de Beauvoir, The Woman Destroyed


When I am an old woman I shall wear purple


With a red hat which doesn’t go and doesn’t suit me


Jenny Joseph, ‘Warning’







PROLOGUE


May 2003


Just as I was about to get it right, at the very moment I knew we were on the road to recovery, Jack walked out. I’d just got home from three days in Paris, three days which had changed me in ways I couldn’t possibly have predicted. Olly had gone upstairs to do some last-minute revision for his A levels. Or so he said. His sudden studiousness, even at this eleventh hour, was suspicious. More likely he’d gone upstairs to get away from me. Or to download songs onto his ipod. Or to surf for porn. Or to do whatever eighteen-year-olds do behind the closed door of their bedroom. I’m being unkind. But then we had just had a major row. I’m not sure who started it.


I’d planned the seduction of my husband of twenty years all the way from Gare du Nord to Waterloo. As soon as I’d cleared away the dishes, my femme fatale act would begin. I was already tingling.


Jack was hovering.


‘What is it, Jack?’ I asked, looking up over my shoulder from the saucepan I was scrubbing. ‘You look like a kid in infants, trying to catch teacher’s attention. Too timid to speak, are we?’ I grinned, chucking him mockingly under the chin with my rubber glove, depositing soap suds on his stubble.


I knew instantly it was the wrong thing to have done. I had been planning to seduce him, not eat him alive.


‘Well spotted, Hope, that’s exactly how you make me feel.’


‘But I was joking, Jack.’


‘Maybe you were, but I’m not.’ Jacked brushed away the suds with the back of his hand and breathed in deeply, as though bracing himself for a blow.


And then he let me have it. ‘I can’t take it any more, Hope. I can’t take you any more. Not your cynicism. Not your selfishness. Not your belief that you’re the only woman in the universe who has had to endure the humiliation of becoming fifty. Or your self-pity. Or your sniping at me. Or the way you sabotage yourself with Olly. Or think you can challenge your mother to explain fifty years of bad parenting in a single afternoon, just because you’re in the mood for an answer. And the fact that you freeze whenever I come near you. For the first time in our lives together, you’ve had six full months of opportunity to make it right between us. But it was all too much effort for you. Well, now it’s all too much effort for me. I’ve had enough. It was never any secret that all these years I’ve supported you more than you supported me. But I didn’t mind any of that. Because, despite your success, you needed boosting far more than I ever did. But I’ve had it. That’s it. Finished. I’m moving out.’


‘Jack . . .’


‘No, Hope, not now, I’m just too weary to allow this to escalate into another row.’


He looked weary. So weary. Weary, ashen and old. For the first time, Jack, my rock, fifty-two and as fit as a man of thirty, looked old.


‘There’s a small flat above the clinic, and it’s available, and that’s where I’m going.’


‘Please, Jack, please, just one thing. Does Olly know?’


‘Yes, Hope, he does know.’


‘And?’


‘And he doesn’t like it, but he understands.’


‘But that’s unforgivable. How could you tell him before you’ve spoken to me about it? Before we’ve had a chance to discuss it.’


‘That’s typical, Hope. I tell you I’m leaving and you’re concerned only about who comes first in the pecking order. It’s irrelevant. If I could actually speak to you about anything at all without it turning into a row or a monologue about how sorry you feel for yourself, then we’d never have got to this point.’


I turned away for a moment, stared into the sink, as though the grease floating on the surface of the water, between the suds, might provide an explanation.


‘Jack, is there someone else?’


But Jack had already left the room.


What use now for the Sabbia Rosa lingerie I’d bought on the Rue des Saints Pères? I tried to give the saucepan my full attention, scrubbing at it with wire wool. And then, with slow deliberation, I lifted the sopping scourer from the sink, squeezed it free of water and soap, and began to drag it along the inside of my left arm, bare except for the rubber glove. Again and again, back and forth, I scraped it along the soft skin of my inner arm, watched the scratches and the teeny pinpricks of blood appear. Then I leaned back over the sink and retched, vomiting chicken and ratatouille into the already unctuous water. My head was too heavy to lift. I don’t know how long I stayed in that position, watching one tiny and forlorn tear after another plop into the debris, plop, plop, a drop at a time, like a tap in need of a new washer.


Did I deserve this? Looking back over the past six months I think perhaps I did . . .







PART ONE







Birthday Blues


Five months earlier, New Year’s Day 2003, late at night


He’s on me, and in me. If a peeping Tom up a ladder were to shine a torch through the window of our bedroom, he would think he’d struck gold. Hope Lyndhurst-Steele and Jack Steele, unmistakably mid-coitus. But he’d be wrong. Appearances can be deceptive. I’m not mid anything. Only Jack is labouring away. Well, I suppose I’m doing something. I’m thinking, after all. But my mind – as so often these days – is elsewhere. My body has been embalmed, while my brain is turbo-charged. A question keeps forming and re-forming in my head. IS . . . THIS . . . IT?


IS . . . THIS . . . REALLY . . . . . . IT? And I don’t just mean the sex, although it matters. It matters a lot. I mean my whole life. Why does it feel so – over? So far, so very good. And now suddenly so over . . . I have no right to feel this jaded.


I really must try to concentrate. Even after almost twenty years, Jack’s a sensitive lover, and he can always spot when I’m not paying attention. But with any luck he won’t notice the fractional shifting of my head that allows me to see the LED on my alarm clock, illuminating the time at 23.53. It’s a matter of honour – Jack’s honour, that is – that we make love on my birthday, which just happens to be today, 1 January. With only seven minutes to go until it’s over he has a deadline to meet. Sex on special occasions is one of Jack’s quirks. My birthday. His birthday. The anniversary of the day we met. And the anniversary of the day our son was conceived (Jack’s very precise with dates). Our wedding anniversary. Christmas, Jewish New Year, Chinese New Year and Divali. Well, the Jewish New Year anyway. And quite a few times in between as well. But who’s counting?


I’ve been dreading this birthday for months. And now that it’s almost over, instead of the relief that should come from realising that any given birthday is just another day, I feel increasingly agitated, little knots of nervousness gnawing at my solar plexus. As though something dreadful is about to happen. Something in addition to the one dreadful thing that’s already happened.


I forgot to mention the F word. The F word. Not that F word. How about F is for fuming? F is for flabbergasted. F is for effing Fifty! And now, bitch that I am, F is for flaccid. Jack clocked what was going on, as I knew he would. Making love to an embalmed woman is few men’s idea of fun. And necrophilia definitely doesn’t feature in Jack’s erotic repertoire.


He withdrawing. Me long since withdrawn. Jack looks at me, more quizzical than cross. ‘And where do you go to, my lovely, when you’re alone in your bed?’ Peter Sarstedt. Jack’s a sucker for a good lyric.


‘I’m sorry, darling,’ I reply. ‘The party. A new year. Being fifty. Wondering where on earth we go from here. I guess it’s just all been a bit much. But you’ve been brilliant.’


‘Never mind, old girl, you’ll soon get used to it.’ He kisses me gently on the cheek and squeezes my hand briefly as he rolls over to his side of the bed. ‘Sleep tight.’


I turn onto my side too. We’re back to back, with a couple of feet between us. Or maybe the Atlantic Ocean. But it’s not Jack, it’s me. It’s my fault, this growing gulf. I am so tired. I fall into an uneasy sleep.


The previous month, December 2002


The party had been Jack’s idea. ‘What’s to celebrate?’ I’d countered curtly when he suggested it. Honestly, I didn’t used to be this grumpy.


‘Come on, Hope, don’t be such a misery. Just think of it as a New Year’s Eve party, which it will be, a not-birthday party that just happens to begin the night before your birthday. By the time it gets to midnight, everyone will be too drunk to remember that half-a-century Hope has joined the Saga generation.’


‘It’s a blessing you never planned a career as a salesman. You wouldn’t earn a penny in commission.’


‘OK, look at it this way. If we have a really big bash, Claire will come from Australia and Saskia from Rome. And so will the rest of the clan. I could take you on a cruise if you’d prefer.’


‘A cruise! Very funny. I’d rather slit my throat. In fact, I’d rather slit your throat.’


Jack was grinning, so I knew he didn’t really mean it about the cruise. What clinched it as far as the party was concerned was the thought of all my émigré BFs turning up at the same time. I’m only moderately political, but there are two things that could get me signed up for an anti-globalisation campaign. One, the fact that Starbucks cappuccino sucks, and the other that so many of my friends have abandoned Blighty for a better life elsewhere. Thank God for email.


But I think it went deeper than that, this agreeing to a party that I didn’t really want. I’m hardly the doormat type, so usually when I say no, I mean it. The weird thing is I’m not sure what I want any more. Over these past few months I’ve been suffering from a kind of mental vertigo. A sense of spinning, of disequilibrium, but entirely in the mind.


Take the business of confidence, for example. I spent the first thirty years of my life trying to acquire some confidence. Feeling the fear and doing it anyway. Going on courses to learn how to be assertive. Forcing myself to walk into crowded rooms alone without running straight out again. The next almost-twenty years enjoying that hard-won self-assurance. And now? Gone. Kaput. Like I’m the victim of a smash-and-grab attack. How on earth did this happen? If I’m being truthful I can’t even decide in the morning what to wear for work, or what to cook for dinner. And as for my job, my precious career, I keep wondering if I’m good enough. And if I even care that much any more. Can I blame it all on the big 5–0?


‘Officer,’ I want to shout at every passing policeman. ‘I’ve been robbed.’


‘Sorry to hear that, ma’am,’ I imagine the reply. ‘What did they take?’


‘Just my confidence, officer. Probably not very valuable as far as you’re concerned. But it meant a lot to me.’


At least I still had the wherewithal to insist on conditions. I refused to allow any mention of the birthday on the invites, knowing all along it was a hopeless cause and Jack was bound to be briefing everyone behind the scenes. But I did make Jack promise no speeches, no cake, no male strippergrams. And he’s a man of his word.


‘Jack, why are you so keen to have a party?’


‘I think it will do you good. Remind you that life’s for living. You haven’t been yourself for months.’


Exactly. Jack got it in one. I’ve forgotten who ‘myself’ is.


‘You’re right, my love. If we’re going to do it, let’s pull out all the stops and make it the best party ever,’ I said. ‘After all, it’s the only . . . the only –’ I was going to say the only fiftieth birthday I was ever going to have, but the words wouldn’t come out – ‘the only New Year’s Eve party we’re likely to have for some time,’ I finished feebly.


‘Champagne,’ said Jack, saving me.


‘Laurent Perrier pink champagne,’ I countered, perking up a bit.


‘Martinis,’ Jack added. ‘With an olive.’


‘Cosmopolitans for the girls,’ I suggested, practising a pout, but sounding more like Peggy Mitchell from the Square than Samantha in Sex and the City. I was getting into the swing of it.


‘Mojitos,’ interjected a gravelly voice entering the kitchen. ‘I’ll do the cocktails. And if it means free booze, James and Ravi will probably help too. Just so long as when things get really gross, like by the time the hall is clogged up with Zimmer frames, you don’t mind us saying goodnight to the corpses and moving on.’


Olly loped over and around me, wrapping me from behind in his skinny arms, and planting a big smacker of a kiss on the side of my neck. My darling boy. Seventeen years old and six foot to my five foot seven (unless I’ve shrunk a bit lately, which isn’t beyond the realms of possibility). Still capable of unsolicited hugs and affection when I’m not annoying the hell out of him which, according to Olly, is most of the time.


‘Mmm, talking of Ravi,’ I mused, ‘I feel a theme coming on. There’s certainly not enough room in the house, so we’ll need a tent. A tent with heaters. Otherwise we’ll all freeze to death. Although, come to think of it, preserving our increasingly ancient friends in a cryology experiment might not be such a bad idea.’


‘Yeah, absolutely fascinating, but what’s cryology and what’s all this got to do with Ravi?’


‘Well, what I really fancy is a cross between a Moroccan souk and Monsoon Wedding. I can just picture it. The whole tent lined with beautiful, jewel-like fabrics, like something out of the Arabian Nights . . .’


‘Look, I don’t want to be rude or anything, but I’ve places to go, people to see. Do you think you could get to the point?’


‘Well, I was only wondering if Ravi’s mum might know where to get cheap sari material.’


‘Muuum!’ Olly changes moods as easily as flicking a light switch. ‘I do NOT, do you hear, NOT, want you ringing Ravi’s mum.’


‘But I thought I might invite her to the party.’


‘You hardly know her, for fuck’s sake!’


‘Olly, language check.’ Jack speaking.


‘Well, she swears all the time. What do you call it, Dad? Swearing like a trooper? You guys are such hypocrites. And don’t you have enough friends already without getting together with my mates’ mums all the time? It’s so creepy. I know you just sit around yabbering about us, trying to gather information to use against us.’


My eyes fixed on the impressive array of buffed and sharpened kitchen knives which dangle from the magnetic metal strip behind the cooker. Did Medea commit infanticide with a pointy knife? Or was it a blunt instrument?


‘Forget it, Olly.’ I was trying desperately not to lose it. ‘I’ll sort it on my own. Forget I even mentioned it.’


‘Anything to eat?’ asked the boy, flicking the switch again. ‘I’m starved . . . Shit, I’ve just realised something. You’re going to be fifty, aren’t you? Fifty! That’s what this party is really all about. We’re going to have to all club together now and buy you a facelift. Last night James and I were watching this hilarious programme, Makeover Mayhem or something. Apparently, it’s what every fifty-year-old wants. A new face. How much do these things cost anyway? Can you afford it? Will I still get to go on my gap year? You did promise you’d pay half. Will you look surprised all the time, like Anne Robinson?’


‘And start telling me that I’m the weakest link,’ added Jack, sounding somewhat rueful.


I kicked Olly playfully in the shins, but when he screeched, ‘Ow, that really hurt,’ in a way that suggested it really did hurt, I found myself smiling.


My being born on 1 January is a mixed blessing, depending on who you’re talking to. My mother, for example, says New Year’s Eve is her worst day of the year, because when everyone else is celebrating she is reliving the nightmare of giving birth to me. If you were to go to a party on New Year’s Eve where my mother happened to be as well, you’d spot her straight off. She’d be loudly and aggressively subjecting anyone within earshot to the story of my undignified entry into the world. Later, she’d be the one curled up in a foetal position in the corner, swigging gin straight from the bottle, getting more maudlin by the minute. You can imagine why relations between me and my mother sometimes tend towards the frosty. This year, to my relief, she and Dad are going to South Africa for Christmas and staying for the New Year, so at least we are spared her presence. My father’s presence, by contrast, is always pure pleasure. He’s the longest-suffering and cheeriest person I’ve ever met. And he still adores her and what he chivalrously refers to as her ‘engaging eccentricity’. Even after fifty-five years of marriage. I don’t get it, but neither would I dare to question it. It’s not my business.


After twenty-seven hours in labour, by 10 p.m. on 31 December 1952, Jenny Lyndhurst wasn’t the slightest bit interested in the symbolic nature of the date. She didn’t give a damn whether her offspring arrived before midnight, as the clock struck twelve – or never. The midwife, who’d been hoping to get off her shift at 10 p.m. in order to join a group of nurses and doctors for the countdown on the hospital roof, with its panoramic views of the Thames, could barely loosen my mother’s vice-like grip on her arm.


‘You can’t leave me, not now,’ my mother wailed. ‘I’m going to die if this isn’t over soon.’


Mary, the midwife, who was caring and Catholic and Irish, didn’t have the heart to abandon my belligerent, albeit distressed, mother. As Big Ben began to ring out for midnight she exclaimed, ‘You’re ten centimetres dilated! We’ll soon be there, Mrs Lyndhurst. It’s time to push; start pushing, Mrs Lyndhurst. We’re nearly there.’


An hour later Mrs Lyndhurst was still pushing and still wailing and still ranting between wails about how she’d never wanted to have a second child and how Abe, my soon-to-be father, was to blame, and how she was going to have her tubes tied the minute the baby was out, and how all midwives were sadists. Not that any of it mattered, she insisted, because she was about to die anyway.


By this time the doctor had arrived – from the roof presumably – wearing a silly paper hat on his head and streamers around his neck.


‘Get out of here,’ she screamed. ‘Mary, the alarm, get this intruder out of here.’


‘Calm down, Mrs Lyndhurst, and let me have a look,’ said the duty obstetrician. ‘Do we want to get this baby out now or not?’ He bent down to look closer between my mother’s writhing, ricocheting legs, jerking his head back then forward then back again to avoid being hit in the face by a flailing limb.


At the very moment he was thinking of forceps, Jenny Lyndhurst felt something rip her flesh apart and she let out a low, guttural groan that sounded nothing like the noise a human being makes. The crown broke through, and a bloody, big-headed baby slithered out of her, caught just in time by the triumphant doctor. He beamed, as though he – and he alone – had been responsible for the successful outcome.


‘A beautiful baby girl, Mrs Lyndhurst. My sincerest congratulations. One of the first babies of the new year, born midway through the twentieth century, at the dawning of a new era of peace and prosperity. What a blessing.’


If she’d had the strength my mother would have strangled the patronising popinjay. Instead, she snapped breathlessly, ‘Cut the sermon, Doctor. I’d like to see my baby, if it’s all right with you.’ As I was lifted and placed on her belly, a wrung-out, torn-asunder Jenny Lyndhurst relented, just a little. ‘In the spirit of the good doctor’s words I name you Hope. As in Hope for the future. As in Hope that I never, ever, have to go through this again.’


At which point my father, who’d been pacing and intermittently peeking around the curtain for what seemed like days, walked in clutching the hand of a sleepy, confused, curly haired two-and-a-half-year-old in a smocked dress and patent shoes and with a big ribbon at the side of her head. My sister, Sarah. She, in turn, was clutching a one-eyed teddy bear. Before my father could say a word, my mother was off. ‘You’ve no idea what I’ve been through. And I told you not to bring her. This is no place for a child. Why isn’t she at her grandmother’s?’


‘My poor darling, you must be quite exhausted,’ he replied, refusing to be riled. ‘But look at the little mite, she’s perfect. Look, Sarah, your lovely little sister.’ Sarah took one look at me – still attached to the umbilical cord, still smeared with slime – and began to scream.


‘Congratulations, Mr Lyndhurst, but you’re a little premature,’ said Mary sternly. ‘All is well. But it’s nearly three o’clock in the morning and Sarah should be in bed. According to hospital rules you shouldn’t be here at all, and certainly not with your daughter. It disturbs the other patients at this time of night. There’s clearing up to do. And then Mrs Lyndhurst and baby Hope need some sleep. So please go home and come back in the morning.’


‘Hope? I never . . . Oh, never mind. Hope, that’s the prettiest name I ever heard. Next to Sarah, that is.’


Sarah’s head was buried in my father’s overcoat. ‘Baby horrid. Mummy horrid,’ she sobbed. ‘Daddy and Sarah go home.’


My dad smiled on regardless. He says he fell in love with both of us girls from the first second he saw us. I’ve never once had reason to doubt him.


*      *      *


Unlike my mother, I revel in having been born on 1 January around halfway through the twentieth century. It kind of puts me in the thick of things, gives my birthday an extra significance, a bit of historical context, as my dad would say. OK, this year it has a significance I could well have done without, but as a rule it has worked in my favour. Mostly, I’ve chimed rather well with the decades. As I came in, rationing was about to go out, and by the time Harold Macmillan, in 1957, told Britons that they’d ‘never had it so good’, it was certainly true of my family. I managed to squeeze in about five minutes of swinging at the end of the 60s, I marched to a faint-hearted feminist tune in the 70s. In the 80s I became a working mum and soared to the peak of my profession, although I never voted for Margaret Thatcher, and in the 90s . . . well, what did I do in the 90s? I just carried on doing what I’d done in the 80s, only minus the shoulder pads. Oh, and I took up yoga, to which I was totally unsuited, because my head steadfastly refuses to unclutter even when I’m asleep. My fight-or-flight mechanism is on constant red alert. I’m not even sure I see the point of relaxing. It’s not doing stuff that makes me anxious. Lying on a mat with someone else’s feet too close to my nose, trying to imagine the gentle swish of waves beside the seashore, makes my breathing go all funny – fast and short and shallow, instead of slow and deep and regular.


It seems to me that I’ve gone from 0 to 50 in about the same time as it takes a Ferrari Testarossa. One second I was slithering out from between my ill-tempered mother’s legs, the next, whoosh, here I am weighing up whether to bleach or laser my incipient moustache. I don’t care what those inane glossy magazines tell you – oops, I nearly neglected to mention that I am editor-in-chief of one of those very same glossy magazines – but fifty is not fabulous, it’s not fun and it certainly isn’t funny.


I do love giving parties, though, and I would have been thrilled to be giving one on New Year’s Eve if it wasn’t for the F-word.


Jack and I sat down to do the invites under various headings. First, Family.


‘Well, that’s easy,’ said Jack, ‘what with my parents both being dead and yours on holiday in Cape Town.’ I ignored him and wrote down my sister, Sarah, her husband, William, and their three girls, Jessie, Amanda and Sam. ‘Don’t forget my delightful sister,’ Jack continued.


‘As if I could,’ I replied glumly, adding Anita to the list. Anita, who hates me, and her husband, Rupert, who hates everybody, so at least I don’t have to take it personally. Next up my cousin, Mike, who loves me, and his new boyfriend, a ruggedly handsome Slav called Stanko, whom I’m prepared to love, but only once Mike tells me he is definitely ‘The One’.


Then Best Friends, mine, Jack’s and Olly’s (already resigned to the fact that Olly and pals will exit the party at the first opportunity), with marvellous, maddening, unpredictable Maddy, Dr M to her adoring patients, right at the top of the BF list; then the aforementioned BFs abroad. There are about ten of them in various parts of the globe and they book flights as casually as they make restaurant reservations.


After that came the second tier. Colleagues and bosses, school mums and dads (Olly would have gone ballistic if he’d seen this category on the list), old school friends whom I see once a year, neighbours, so they won’t complain about the noise, plus one set of neighbours who have been promoted to New Best Friend status. (Original BFs, like Original Pringles or Original Branston Pickle, have to have been around for at least twenty years to qualify; NBFs can be made in a week, although you’ll never love them as much as your BFs.) What is it with me? I may be pushing fifty, but I still think like a small child. Fifty going on four. That’s part of the problem, I suppose. When the numbers reached eighty-five, Jack declared a halt.


The guest list sorted, next came the question of food. If there’s anything that marks me out as Jewish – apart from hair that frizzes at the mere mention of the word moisture – it’s my attitude to food. It’s one of the many reasons Jack’s sister Anita hates me. I do food, all the time, and in copious quantities. My fridge is so full it keeps springing back open the second I shut it. Once a frozen chicken fell out and landed on Anita’s toe, and it broke, the toe not the chicken. Some people have second homes on the Costa del Sol; mine’s on the Finchley Road at Waitrose, quite a hike from there to the coast.


In the almost twenty years Jack and I have been together we have been to Anita and Rupert’s place for dinner maybe five times. Anita has been to us more like five hundred times. She thinks I invite her to spite her. And it’s me who does Christmas too. Jack’s a Christian (lapsed), and Olly is whatever suits him on any given day. It’s not that I particularly like cooking but, for me, friends around a table groaning with food (even if the food has come straight from the deli) is one of life’s great pleasures.


So the food was going to have to be fantastic.


I rang Pam. ‘Pam? Fancy doing a New Year’s Eve party for eighty-five?’


A former sub-editor on my magazine who only left journalism six months ago to become a caterer, Pam was perhaps a bit of a risk. But she deserved a boost and if all went well she’d make lots of new contacts.


‘Food stations, darling,’ she insisted, ‘so right for you and so right for now.’ I could swear Pam never called anyone darling before she went into the party-planning business. And I didn’t have a clue what food stations were.


‘Food stations? What exactly . . .’


‘Grazing areas. Food stations are grazing areas, strategically placed so you can pick up delicious morsels of sustenance – some hot, some cold – as you go along.’


‘Aah, I see, grazing areas. Like cows. Or sheep. Now I get it. A kind of farmyard theme, although I’d been thinking more Moroccan myself.’


Pam gushed on regardless. ‘You’re so lucky to have the open-plan with that divine conservatory’ (more like a lean-to, but never mind) ‘which is just perfect for parties.’


I hoped I hadn’t made a big mistake. Pam always was too creative to spend her days correcting punctuation, but maybe this was all getting a bit out of hand. Delicious morsels of sustenance, for heaven’s sake.


‘I think we’ll have a shellfish station, a cocktail bar, and several hot-food stations with a choice of dishes. All served on these dinky little dessert plates I have at the back of my van. It’s going to be quite divine.’


Pam never used to use the word divine either. I’m mystified, but impressed. I learn that the correct nomenclature for this new style of serving is ‘miniature mains’. Our miniature mains are going to be lamb with mash and mint sauce, Thai fish curry with jasmine rice, and roasted vegetables with pesto dressing for the food-combining bores.


‘And a chocolate fountain, of course. With strawberries for dipping.’


At least I’d heard of chocolate fountains. I think I’d even seen a picture in the paper of George Clooney dipping his strawberry at a premiere after-party. And I like a bit of pretension every now and then. It was all beginning to shape up.


I actually bumped into Ravi’s mum, Nomi, in Waitrose. I couldn’t resist asking her the fabric question and I swear she immediately volunteered for the job of accompanying me to Southall. ‘Sari Central’ she called it. Olly’s right in a way about me and the other mums. I do like getting together with them, and we do talk mostly about our boys, but why shouldn’t we? It’s comforting to be told, ‘Ravi’s so rude to me these days,’ or ‘James was found drunk in a gutter in Leicester Square.’ Less comforting to hear that a boy from Olly’s year has been expelled for selling skunk to Year 9s. Why on earth didn’t Olly tell me? What has he got to hide?


A Saturday morning spent in Sari Central was a great success. Thanks to Nomi’s brilliance at bargaining, for fifty quid I bought enough material to drape the entire inside of the tent as well having some left over to cover four tall, bar-style round tables we’d hired to lend an air of louche nightclub glamour to the place.


All this displacement activity was definitely doing the trick. I had no time at all to get morbid about what was about to hit. Christmas came and went with me playing the role of whirling dervish. Friends arriving from abroad. Food, drink, talk, more food, more drink, more talk. No chance for real intimacies, just exchanges of information. More catch up than cosy up. Busy, busy, busy. Going to work is a lot less exhausting.


My mother says I bring it on myself. Not one to hold back, she’s convinced I’m heading for a breakdown. She has been predicting it for the last twenty-five years. Anita hopes I’m heading for a breakdown. I overheard her saying to Rupert after I’d served Christmas lunch for fifteen: ‘Hope always has to be one better than the rest of us, but I can see it’s beginning to take its toll.’ Jack hasn’t mentioned breakdowns but he has this new method of dealing with my more manic outbursts. ‘Whoah, girl,’ he says, as though reining in an overexcited horse. The only time he doesn’t have to rein me in is in bed. In the meantime, my sister, Sarah, is a pillar of support. Claire, who’s come all the way from Australia, would be a pillar of support if only we could manage twenty minutes alone together.


At 7.45 p.m. on the night of the party, I’m standing in front of the full-length mirror inside my wardrobe. I should be pleased with what I see. For a woman who’s just over four hours away from being fifty, just two hundred and fifty-five minutes less than half a century old, I’m really not that bad. I’m really not that real either. Tonight my hair is a dark, sleek bob. Left to its own devices it would be 85 per cent grey and 100 per cent frizz. I’m wearing a little black, knee-length, silk jersey dress. It has a halter neck, to show off my best feature – my shoulders. Well, doesn’t everyone deserve a best feature? My breasts are not contenders (34A, almost), my nose is more Nefertiti than Nicole Kidman, my bottom I’d really rather not talk about. Can I be the only woman in Britain who has VPL even when she isn’t wearing knickers?


But the overall package isn’t bad. And tonight, with the help of the most extraordinary underwear ever engineered – I wouldn’t be surprised if it had been designed and built by Norman Foster – I have a pancake stomach, a bum that would put Jennifer Lopez out of business and, most miraculous of all, a cleavage. People have often complimented me on my boyish figure. Finally, tonight, at borderline fifty, I look like a woman. But hang on there, I’m not wearing my glasses, so I’m missing some of the important detail, the stuff you can only see close up. I’ve failed to mention the deep furrows on my forehead and the angry vein that shoots from my eyebrow to my hairline, and not just when I’m angry. Then there’s the Rift Valley that runs from the outside edge of each nostril to the corners of my mouth. And finally the neck. The neck that until two months ago was just a neck. A neck to which one never gave a second’s thought. Then boom, overnight it collapsed into a heap, along with the chin, like a building hit by an earthquake, reduced to rubble.


There comes a point in your life when you may still fit into a Topshop 10, but that doesn’t stop your new neck dictating the contents of your wardrobe. For example, it’s a complete myth that a polo-neck sweater can disguise a neck that’s lost the will to live. You can wear your neck flesh tucked in (but I guarantee you it will pop out), or you can let it all hang loose above the rim of the polo and hope small children in the street don’t mistake you for a free-range chicken. Either way you lose: polo necks, along with miniskirts and flesh-bearing midriffs are not to be entertained by a woman fast approaching fifty.


I need a drink.


‘Wow!’ I say as I enter the tent. It’s totally transformed. While I’ve been off to have a bath and get ready, Jack and Olly have been lighting the candles. At six o’clock it had looked the nadir of naffness, tacky even for a Footballer’s Wife, with its clumsy cacophony of styles. What had I been thinking mixing Eastern exotica with American 50s glamour? Who would ever put a cocktail lounge in the kasbah? Mark, the editor of Exquisite Interiors, one of the magazines at Global, where I work, would have had me tried for treason for less. Fortunately, he’s not invited. And now, in the glow of a hundred, tiny, flickering flames, the atmosphere has become magical. The fabrics shimmer. Mounds of plums, figs, pomegranates and red grapes, dusted with icing sugar, sit in big glass bowls on tables, lending a Bacchanalian air. A Rod Stewart CD, Volume I of the Great American Songbook, plays mellow in the background.


Jack’s already in the tent, dressed in a DJ and clutching a Martini. He snakes over with a big self-mocking grin on his face and hands me a glass of pink champagne. ‘“It had to be you, it had to be you,”’ he croons along with Rod.


‘Some others I’ve seen, might never be mean,


Might never be cross, or try to be boss,


But they wouldn’t do . . .


It had to be you . . .


‘Gorgeous, Hope. Really gorgeous. The tent, the music, the mood, everything. Even you. Gorgeous.’


Jack’s a better person than I could ever be. For a start, he does something useful. He’s a physiotherapist. And he doesn’t think his work is the be-all and end-all. He doesn’t come home and bang on about Mrs Chadwick’s sciatica or Johnny Philpot’s latest sports injury. Whereas I go on endlessly about my job, my staff, the sales figures and the interfering suits on the top floor. He comes home and he relaxes. I come home and worry. He’s strict, though: no smoking in the house, no ashtrays even, organic food, that sort of thing. And a bit anal when it comes to precision and making lists. But he also listens. I’m too busy talking or thinking to listen. The only thing in my favour is that at least I’m aware of some of my faults.


‘You’re gorgeous too.’ I smile. And I mean it. He’s in great shape for fifty-two. Not a great deal of hair left on top, but shaved closely to his head it’s not noticeable. In theory, I still fancy him a lot. In practice . . . Maybe I’ve just lost the knack. Maybe . . .


The bell rings and Jack races off to answer it.


Cocktails and laughter, but what comes after? Just for once, Hope, I tell myself, go with the flow. And I do. I start with the pink champagne, then move on to the mojitos. I snack on giant prawns with creamy mayonnaise and lamb chump with mash. I flirt with Rupert to annoy Anita, and because Rupert won’t even notice I’m doing it, and with Mario of Mario’s Greek down the road because he’s sixty-two and still sexy and because he gives good kleftiko. Mario’s forever-harassed wife, Sofia, is building up a business empire based entirely on her secret recipe for hummus. She started making it for the restaurant, now she’s supplying Sainsbury’s. ‘My very own Shirley Valentine,’ Mario laughs, as we attempt Greek dancing to ‘The Israelites’ by Desmond Dekker and the Aces. ‘Come with me to Skyros and I will introduce you to my favourite feta-producing goat. If she gives her blessing, I will divorce Sofia, carry you all the way to Thessalonika and wed you at the top of Mount Olympus.’


‘I accept,’ I giggle, skittering off towards more mojitos.


I see that Tony, the rat-catcher, who comes and gets rid of our annual ant infestation – and whose accounts of exterminating giant rodents utterly transfix – is doing some kind of chicken dance with Sharon, who waxes my legs and wanted to give me a Brazilian as a birthday treat. I said my husband would never forgive me, although in truth I never even asked.


I glance at my watch: 11.45 p.m. and Olly’s still here. He’s being chatted up by local vamp Vanessa the Undresser, as she’s known to the Neighbourhood Watch committee on which she and I both serve. I don’t think half the men on the committee are even a teeny bit interested in traffic calming or the rise in muggings in the area; they turn up for the sole purpose of seeing how little Vanessa will be wearing on any given evening. If Vanessa were to resign from the committee attendance would plummet and the whole thing would fall apart.


In her early thirties and divorced with two kids, Vanessa sports a small tattoo on the swell of her substantial bosom, a bosom she’s currently thrusting in Olly’s direction. Olly’s not even looking embarrassed. Something altogether new has come over him. Instead of examining the floor as usual, he’s looking straight into Vanessa’s eyes. And now, glancing confidently down towards her breasts, he’s casually sliding an arm around her waist and leading her to the dance floor. My throat catches. My beloved boy, my precious one and only son, the only person in the world for whom my love has never wavered, is becoming a man. When Jack’s lovely, wise old mum was alive, she said to me, ‘A husband? Pah! He’s just some man you met. But a child, no contest. A child is your flesh and blood.’ No offence to Jack, but it’s exactly how I feel. He’s mine, not yours, I want to scream at Vanessa, as jealousy slashes at me like a scythe.


The show must go on. Cuban son is filling the air, and I’m just about sozzled enough to have a go at salsa. Earlier in the year, as a team-boosting exercise for my staff, I organised a series of lunchtime salsa classes. They were a huge hit. I make a wobbly beeline for my cousin, Mike, who fancies himself as a bit of a Ricky Martin on the dance floor. I flare my nostrils, flick my bob in a poor imitation of Rita Moreno in West Side Story and grab him by the bottom. He winks at Stanko, who is looking particularly handsome in faded Levis and a tight, grey marl T-shirt, and whirls me into position. Tap 1, 2, 3. Tap 1, 2, 3. I’m not a natural at this, and the alcohol is beginning to play havoc with my counting. But Mike’s good, and I allow him to lead. And soon the music and our bodies are in perfect harmony. ‘Dip!’ commands Mike. I’ve seen dips, but have never so far managed one of my own. ‘Dip!’ he orders again. And so I dip. And so I land on the floor, hard on my coccyx, with my dress drawn up around my waist, revealing my Norman Foster tights and no knickers underneath. Eighty-five people turn to cheer, except Olly, who’s right in my sight line and has a look of horror spreading across his face as I start pulling frantically at the fabric rucked up around my middle. I see him whisper something into Vanessa’s ear, and they are gone.


My coccyx is bruised, but no major damage has been done. I’m too far gone to feel embarrassment. Or pain. Mike pulls me up, both of us laughing dementedly, as Jack shouts, ‘Countdown!’ Everybody starts counting backwards: Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one . . .


‘Happy New Year, my darling.’ Jack’s lips meet mine tenderly, and then move away a fraction. ‘And Happy . . .’I put my index finger to my mouth in a shushing motion.


My stomach lurches to the rhythm of popping champagne corks. A new scary thought occurs to me. We vowed to be the generation that would die before we got old. Now it looks as though we’re still going to be alive when the next generation gets old. The big 5–0 can no longer be denied. Can’t go back and can’t stand still. OK, half-century woman, time for your next act.







Office Politics


The first day back at work after New Year is a Thursday. I stride in through the open-plan office towards my private nook in the corner, trying to look purposeful, flinging casual hi’s and smiles and happy new years at the few (very few, I note) staff members who’ve managed to make it in on time. My body feels leaden and there’s a brick that has lodged itself just behind my temples.


My PA, Tanya, has already been to the market to buy flowers – cut hyacinths in my favourite shade of lavender blue – and an extra-dry cappuccino, 99 per cent froth, a dribble of milk. The arrangement is that I ring her on my mobile five minutes in advance of arriving, and she scoots straight out for the coffee, so it’s piping hot and ready when I arrive. Spoiled? Did I ever suggest otherwise?


Tanya’s only twenty-nine, but she’s a PA of the old school. She doesn’t resent taking my clothes to the dry-cleaner’s or popping out to do some shopping for me. My devastation of a desk is her greatest challenge, requiring ruthless culling and cleansing every single week, as it threatens to be submerged in an avalanche of clippings, press releases, unsigned invoices, unsolicited manuscripts and to-do lists which, once written, are never consulted again. Tanya would do her dump-and-Dettox routine every day if I let her. Putting my detritus into little piles with Post-it notes labelled in the neat copperplate she learned at evening classes is her favourite job of all. I know because she told me so at her last appraisal.


Unlike all my past PAs, who either viewed the job as a springboard to becoming editor a couple of weeks down the line or were secretly researching novels which would expose the bitchy world of glossy magazines while making them a mint, Tanya has worked for me for five years. She’d rather die than have my job. I think she feels sorry for me. Can’t understand why anyone would want all that nasty responsibility.


‘Simon wants to see you at ten o’clock,’ says Tanya. Simon is the MD and Global Magazines is the kind of outfit in which even the post-room boys call the big boss by his first name. It doesn’t really signify openness and informality, other than in the most superficial way. Global is as hierarchical as any other big corporation – the execs have the share options and the bonuses and stake themselves out in their glass-walled offices on the top floor, the worker bees scrabble for space on the overcrowded floors below.


Simon and I aren’t exactly friends, but we rub along. We know precisely where the line is drawn. So, for example, I invite him and his wife to the New Year’s Eve party, certain (as is my intention) that they will refuse. ‘So sorry,’ will come the reply, ‘but unfortunately we have a prior commitment . . .’ I’ve done the right thing by inviting Simon, he’s done the right thing by not accepting. We’ve known each other for twenty-two years, longer even than I’ve known Jack, as I’ve worked my way around various magazines in the company, ending up – for the last eight years – on Jasmine, the magazine for women who live life to the full. Code for women who are knackered all the time.


‘Ten o’clock! What can be so bloody urgent? I’ve got about a million things to do and it means I’ll have to cancel the ideas meeting. Why doesn’t he ever ask if it’s convenient?’


Tanya shrugs. ‘You know that’s not how he thinks. Look, you’ve got no outside appointments today – I’ve deliberately stalled on everything external until next week – so it shouldn’t be a problem to switch the ideas meeting to this afternoon. Say, three thirty, if that’s OK with you. I’ll send an email round while you’re in the meeting.’


‘You’re an angel,’ I reply. ‘How about scones with jam and cream as it will be almost teatime by the time we get going. That’ll blow everyone’s diet on their first day back, but at least it will liven us all up.’


Tanya’s eyes go all sparkly. A tea party to organise! I wouldn’t be surprised if she does name cards and a seating plan.


‘What did you think of my little gathering?’


‘You looked amazing. No one would ever believe . . .’


The problem with personal assistants is that they get to know those things which are personal to their employer. All those forms they fill in for you, the ones in which date of birth is a compulsory field, are an instant giveaway. ‘I’m not asking you how I looked,’ I reply, trying not to sound as irritated as I suddenly feel. ‘What did you think of the party?’


‘Completely brilliant. It was two o’clock before I could drag James away. And you know how much he loves parties. Not. The food was incredible. We spent ages talking to your friends from Australia. And did you see James on the dance floor, looking like a pretzel struck by lightning? It shouldn’t be allowed in public.’


I smile, feeling momentarily cheered at Tanya’s graphic description of her adoring boyfriend. ‘Jesus, it’s two minutes to . . . I’d better get going.’


When I arrive in the outer chamber, Genevieve, Simon’s PA, informs me he’s on the phone and asks me to take a seat for a couple of minutes. I arrange myself on the white wrap-round leather sofa which, in a nod to modernity, has recently replaced the black wrap-round leather sofa. Sitting on this supermodel of a sofa, this Kate Moss of couches, makes me feel like a proper editor. Like the Kay Thompson character in Funny Face, circa 1957, who points a gloved finger at her staff, declares, ‘Think Pink,’ and, voilà, the entire set changes colour to fulfil her rose-tinted fantasy. The fact that I am a proper editor, and have no need to fantasise about the Hollywood version, is too hard for me to compute. Nah, not me. Surely not. Even after all these years, it surprises me that I do what I do rather well, have even won awards for doing it. I sometimes look around at my team, waiting for someone to make a decision, and then suddenly realise that they’re all looking at me, waiting for me to make a decision. Being decisive isn’t a problem, just remembering that it’s what I get paid for sometimes takes me by surprise.


Here in the outer office, wooden floorboards have been imported at great expense. On top of the oak boards sits a vermilion shag-pile rug and on top of the rug a large, curved, smoky perspex coffee table. A huge marble-based arc lamp sheds its beam onto the carefully arranged magazines – from Hot Property and Metro Girl to Exquisite Interiors (whose exquisite editor, Mark, has been personally responsible for the ante-chamber refurb). It’s all very seventies, and very modern. Not really the kind of look that would put Simon at his ease. His wife’s a chintz and swags kind of woman, and Simon’s office was equally traditional until recently, with its old-fashioned French-polished partner’s desk and manly sofa, upholstered in burgundy and green stripes to match the upholstery of his office chair. John Lewis in a nod at Ralph Lauren.


Though not now that Mark has got his hands on it. Iconic black and white photographs, signed by Bailey, Avedon and Helmut Newton, adorn the walls. The Bailey is a photograph of the Krays, all harsh lighting and menace; the Avedon, an original print of the elegant model Dovima out and about in the African bush wearing inappropriate evening-wear and stroking an elephant’s tusk; the Newton, a girl naked but for platform shoes, a whip and a monocle, standing beside an empty swimming pool. I think all this might be a bit much for poor old Simon, especially the Newton, what with him being a self-declared family man. My guess is that he would far rather have had a blow-up of himself shaking hands with Margaret Thatcher. But that Mark, the style oracle, stamped his Gucci boot.


The desk is a clean sweep of glass. My heels clickety-clack across the floor as Simon stands and gestures towards the seat facing his. Simon is what in a former age, the one I grew up in, you’d call dapper. Like Roger Moore in The Saint. He’s quite a lot shorter than Roger Moore, but slim, tightly packed, like a well-wrapped parcel. His trousers have razor-sharp creases and never sag or bag, his tie never turns itself over to reveal the label or strays a bit to the left or right. There’s always a handkerchief in Simon’s breast pocket, one that looks as though its base might be a cardboard cut-out, with only the pointy triangular bit at the top made of cotton lawn, and neatly monogrammed. His hair never flops, it just sits there, as though lacquered into place, so abundant it could almost be a wig. He’s how I imagine a Stepford Husband might look. Except for the flaky skin. The flaky skin which sometimes sheds like first snowflakes onto his navy pinstripe lapels. I never did get the chance to tell him about Eve Lom’s Cleanser, the miracle cream that cleans, exfoliates and tones all at the same time.


I sit, crossing my legs and tugging at the hem of my skirt in order not to expose too much thigh beneath the transparent glass. I think I preferred his old desk.


I’m uneasy, and I don’t know why. I have this strange sensation, as though my legs are beginning to sweat under my 7 denier tights, the moist warmth starting somewhere around mid-calf. My legs have never spontaneously sweated in their entire lives. It’s not what legs do, unless they’re manacled to a giant radiator on full blast. I think Simon has started talking, but this strange warm rush, like a tidal wave, is surging through my body, and now the little indentation between my breasts and my ribcage (still not substantial enough, thank heavens, to hold a pencil – I only checked last week) is wet. And now my armpits are distinctly clammy, and now my neck is hot beneath my hairline, and now my face is hot, hot, hot, as if it’s burning. And I feel shaky, and I know he’s talking, but I don’t know what he’s saying.


‘Are you all right, Hope? You look a little . . . flushed . . .’


‘Yes, fine. I mean . . . I’m fine, Simon, thank you. I just felt a little odd for a moment.’


‘Perhaps Genevieve could get you a glass of water.’


‘Yes, that would be lovely.’ I’m all-over damp, but recovering, although from what I’ve no idea. Simon presses a button and says over the intercom, ‘Be a love, would you, and get a glass of water for Hope?’


‘I’m so sorry. Most peculiar. I feel absolutely OK again now. I’m afraid I may have missed something you said.’


‘Not to worry. It happens to Harriet all the time. And you must be just about the right age for . . . for – what does Harriet call them? – power surges. That’s it, power surges.’


My mouth hangs open. I’ve been outed in the middle of my very first hot flush, and it took a man – not just any man, but my boss, for heaven’s sake – to tell me what was going on. My humiliation is total.
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