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1


‘At the third beep the time sponsored by Accurist will be three-twenty-five precisely . . . beep . . . beep  . . .’


        ‘Yes we offer a fully comprehensive service. Let me tell you a little bit about it  –  ’


        ‘. . . time sponsored by Accurist will be three-  . . .’


        ‘– and of course we provide a back-up cover which enables our clients to  –  ’


        ‘. . . and ten seconds . . . beep  . . .’


        It was always the same. Phoebe Fredericks had been working in telesales for three weeks precisely . . . beep . . . beep . . . beep . . . and it was getting on her nerves. She generally started calling up the Speaking Clock after lunch. By that point she would have exhausted all the 0891 numbers she could find in the free magazines that had been handed to her at the tube station that morning: Tarotline, Recorded Horoscope, Dial-a-Date. (Oh, those poor lonely hearts; little did they know she was trying to sell insurance over their mumbled descriptions of a caring D-cup blonde with a sense of humour.)


        Phoebe found selling to the Speaking Clock annoying. She had to hold the phone very close to her ear to stop the beeps being audible to her manager, who was wont to prowl around behind the sales team whispering: ‘Good call, sweetheart!’ and ‘Ask for the business! Get the bastard to buy!’ Holding the ear-piece so close gave Phoebe a headache and heated her earrings to Regulo 8. But anything was better than cold calling.


        ‘Yes, we do. That is available for very little extra cost and is inclusive of VAT. Would you like me to pencil you in for that option now?’


        ‘At the third beep  . . .’


        ‘Well, if you choose to buy it today we can offer you a special package.’


        ‘Good call!’


        Phoebe’s shoulders were suddenly pulverised by the enthusiastically damp hands of her boss, Trev. One of his many motivational ploys was the team massage.


        ‘Close on him, sweetheart. Close!’ he hissed as his pudgy thumbs almost dislocated several of her joints.


        ‘Er . . . tell me, sir, for what reason is that?’


        ‘. . . and forty seconds  . . .’


        ‘Yes!’ Phoebe could feel Trev’s hot, excited breath on the back of her neck. It made her spine try to hide in her stomach. The man must have marinaded overnight in Paco Rabanne. Her eyes were beginning to water.


        Thank you, God! Phoebe smiled. Call Waiting was flashing on the LCD panel in her phone.


        ‘Of course, I fully understand. What a shame  . . .’


        The fingers tightened on her shoulders; Paco Rabanne was joined by Chicken Tikka as Trev’s breath quickened. Phoebe’s back gave an uncontrollable shudder of revulsion.


        ‘. . . precisely.’


        ‘And you too. I certainly will. Take care and thank you for your time.’


        ‘. . . beeeep  . . .’


        ‘Why the fuck did you lose the sale?’ The pudgy fingers scrabbled for a cigarette.


        ‘Can’t speak now, Trev.’ She smiled, trying to get the feeling back in her shoulders. ‘I’ve got a call waiting. Good afternoon, Phoebe Fredericks speaking.’


        ‘Hello, Freddy. It’s Virginia Seaton. Saskia’s mother.’


        ‘Good grief – Gin! How are you?’


        ‘Oh, not so bad. Look, I’m sorry to bother you at work like this – your mother gave me the number.’ She sounded odd somehow, tense and high-pitched, not her usual effervescent self.


        ‘Please don’t worry. I’m here to deal with these sorts of problems,’ Phoebe simpered, aware that Trev was still hovering, ears flapping like Dumbo taxiing around Heathrow.


        ‘What? How was New Zealand, Freddy? Or have I called at an awkward time?’


        Trev started to move off, hoicking up the back of his pin-stripe trousers with a pudgy hand.


        ‘Not at all.’ Phoebe swivelled round on her chair and pretended to be looking for a file. ‘New Zealand was terrific – I can’t believe it’s been a whole year. I’m so sorry I haven’t been in touch since I got back, but what with getting a job and finding a new flat . . . I’ve tried calling Saskia, but I always get her machine. Is she away with this ravishing bloke she wrote to me about?’


        ‘Er, no.’ Gin cleared her throat awkwardly.


        ‘He sounds divine. Whirlwind romance, weekends in Tuscany,  diamond ring in a glass of vintage Dom Perignon by the Seine – I bet it’ll be the wedding of the decade!’ Phoebe sighed wistfully, staring at Giles, the office Romeo, and wondering how long it had been since she’d fallen in love. A year. Not since the Major, Never Spoken Of Disaster. Oh, to be whisked off her feet like lucky, beautiful Saskia. But she’d always got the men and Phoebe was forever stuck with their cheesy friends.


        ‘. . . still there? Freddy?’


        ‘What?’ She snapped out of her daze. Giles was staring back at her wolfishly. Gulping, Phoebe swivelled into the filing cabinet again. ‘Gosh, sorry, Gin. Is it my measurements you wanted? Saskia mentioned about the bridesmaids’ dresses in her last letter. I was going to ask her if she’d mind re-thinking the orange and purple caftan idea. I mean, I know the seventies are back in fashion, but  –  ’


        ‘Oh, Freddy!’ Gin let out an exasperated laugh. ‘You haven’t changed one bit, have you?’


        ‘I’m sorry?’


        Trev, fresh from a fumble with his secretary in the stationery cupboard, was closing fast, his tie askew under his four-ply chins. Giles, whizzing backwards on his swivel-chair as if he were reversing a Lamborghini out of an SW1 parking space, offered Phoebe a bite of his tuna and sweetcorn bun with a caddish leer. She shook her head.


        ‘Look, Freddy,’ Gin suddenly sounded urgent, ‘what are you doing this weekend?’


        ‘Well, Fliss and Stan have organised this sort of reunion barbecue,’ she muttered, trying to ignore Trev mouthing ‘Is that a personal call?’ ‘Why?’


        ‘Would you like to come down to Berkshire?’ Gin was almost pleading. ‘Saskia’s here.’


        ‘She’s with you?’ Phoebe banged her head on the filing cabinet in surprise. Giles was draped seductively over the partition, offering her half his scotch egg now.


        ‘Yes.’ Gin coughed uneasily, as if afraid of being overheard. ‘She’s in a bit of a state.’


        ‘But I  . . .’


        ‘Phoebe! A word in my office, if you can spare a moment.’


        Phoebe froze, noticing Trev was clutching an itemised phone bill and something that looked suspiciously like her P45.


        ‘Of course I’ll come down,’ she told Gin hurriedly. ‘And you never know, I might even outstay my welcome.’


        


‘You what?’ Fliss turned around, a lump of clay dripping mud from one outstretched hand on to the worn carpet as Phoebe slunk guiltily around their shared Islington flat.


        ‘I got the push,’ she repeated nervously, flicking on the kettle.


        ‘Already?’ Fliss rubbed her forehead, streaking it with red clay which matched the titian corkscrews straying out from under her headscarf. ‘Damn! I bet Stan you’d last at least a month.’


        ‘That was generous.’ Phoebe poured an inch of coffee granules straight from the jar into a mug then slopped kettle water on top, not bothering to stir. ‘How much?’


        ‘Ten quid. Stan got it right – he gave you a fortnight.’ Fliss raised one ginger eyebrow as Phoebe scuttled past. ‘And the electricity bill came today – I could have used the winnings.’


        ‘Great.’ Phoebe sank down on the sofa, bringing her knees up to chin level as yet another spring gave way. ‘How about I pretend I kept the job longer?’


        ‘No good. He knows someone you work – worked with. Miles something.’ Fliss scrunched up her freckled face as she returned to her sculpture.


        ‘Giles,’ smiled Phoebe, blowing the froth from her coffee and watching Fliss work. It was one of her all-time pleasures. Fliss attacked fifty pounds of wet clay like a battered wife a pillow at a self-assertiveness course, but the end result was inevitably breathtaking.


        ‘Yeah. Stan says he fancies you.’


        ‘Stan’s always fancied me.’ Phoebe deliberately misinterpreted Fliss’s words.


        ‘No, this Giles character fancies you.’ Fliss was already becoming lost in contouring the emerging shape of two clay thighs. ‘Stan offered to set you up at the barbecue. We reckon you need a pretty man to help you get over The Corps. Stan thinks you’re still infatuated  . . .’


        ‘What’s wrong with the studio this time?’ Phoebe butted in quickly, then grinned to hide her discomfiture. ‘How many times have I told you about bringing your work home, darling?’


        ‘No water.’ Fliss shrugged, examining her maquette, which looked like something young mothers pick up from parks in pooper scoopers to prevent their toddlers catching toxicaria. ‘And Geraldine’s welding half a car to a shopping trolley, so the noise is deafening.’


        Fliss was trying to forge a path as a sculptress, funding her chosen career with waitressing jobs, and occasional secretarial work for a party planner called Georgette Gregory. She worked from a communal grant-maintained artist’s studio in Camden Lock, sharing the damp converted archway with two ex-convict welders, a cockney artist called Stan MacGillivray, and a would-be Damien Hirst who was currently in the process of freezing his sperm daily to create an ice-sculpture taken from a mould of his private parts. Fliss’s broad Mancunian accent and tendency towards extreme bluntness often puzzled people who, taking in the luscious red curls, snub nose and red pepper freckles, assumed that as an artist she’d waft about in smocks drying flowers all day. Phoebe adored sharing a flat with her. Fliss could change a plug, build shelves and plumb in a dishwasher in less time than it took the average man to climb into a boiler suit. And she was always trying to set Phoebe up with her dishy mates.


        ‘There’s a couple of messages for you on the phone.’ She waved her hand vaguely at the clay-encrusted telephone.


        Slopping coffee, Phoebe struggled out of the sofa and pressed the play button.


        ‘Hello, this is Phoebe’s mother, Poppy Fredericks, speaking  . . .’


        Phoebe groaned. Her mother always treated answermachines as if they were secretaries.


        Not listening to the message, she turned back to Fliss. ‘Anyway, I can’t go to the barbecue. Some old friends have asked me down for the weekend.’


        ‘What?’ Fliss was pummelling a couple of spare tyres out of the clay.


        ‘In Berkshire.’ Phoebe briefly listened as her mother moved on from the atrocious weather in Hong Kong to give a brief lecture about getting in contact with her sister.


        ‘. . . of course the idiotic girl is still dallying with The Thing, you know  . . .’


        The crackling message moved on to describe a dinner party which Chris Patten had attended. Phoebe ignored it again. Poppy refused to acknowledge her younger daughter Milly’s boyfriend as anything other than ‘The Thing’ – which, considering he was really called Goat and sharpened his teeth with a file to frighten people, wasn’t terribly insulting. For Poppy.


        ‘Who in Berkshire?’ Fliss turned around, her eyes narrowed. She even had freckles on her eyelids.


        ‘I said, some old friends of the family.’ Phoebe was dying to name-drop about Saskia Seaton’s fiancé, Felix Sylvian, but thought better of it. Fliss might try to muscle in on the invite too. It had been known.


        ‘Nothing to do with The Corps?’ she asked lightly.


        ‘No!’ Phoebe snapped, her cheeks draining of colour like a dishcloth in bleach. ‘And don’t fucking well call him that!’


        Fliss shrugged, watching her friend’s face. ‘Stan’s right. You are still in love with him.’


        ‘I am not!’ Phoebe was prevented from launching into a spitting defence by the answermachine giving a loud bleep to signal the end of her mother’s message. There was a brief pause and then another voice began – brittle with tears and venom but still ringing with hautesse.


        ‘Hello, Freddy. This is Saskia Seaton. Mummy tells me she’s invited you down for the weekend. Look, I  –  ’ there was a pause as the receiver was muffled for a few seconds ‘– please don’t come. That’s all. Just don’t come. I don’t want you here.’


        Phoebe stared at the phone in silent amazement. She barely heard the message from Stan asking her to a private viewing the following week, or from her chum Claudia saying hello. One final message was brief and to the point.


        ‘Freddy, it’s Gin. Please ignore anything Saskia might have said to you on the phone. I gather she’s been in touch. We’re all dying to see you – just let me know what train you’ll be on. Sorry about Saskia. She got rather the wrong end of the stick about something. Tony sends his love. See you tomorrow.’


        Fliss whistled excitedly. ‘She sounds like Penelope Keith. This is all very intriguing. Can I come too?’


        ‘No.’ Phoebe rubbed her temples in bewilderment.


        


Virginia and Anthony Seaton, known to friends as Gin and Tonic, were very close chums of Phoebe’s parents, Ralph and Poppy Fredericks. Friends since the pendulum-swinging and rune-reading sixties, the foursome shared an off-beat sense of humour, capacity to drink all night and a leaky canal barge into which they’d once all piled at weekends. And amongst their respective children were two girls who shared exactly the same birthday. It stood to reason that they should become cronies.


        But 12 August was the only thing Saskia Seaton and Phoebe Fredericks had in common. For most of their childhood, they had loathed one another. Curvy, snubnosed Saskia was the youngest and prettiest of four sisters; bright, wildly precocious, utterly spoiled and very, very charming. Phoebe had two gorgeous, scruffy elder brothers, a natty line in hand-me-down dungarees, a demon little sister and the social graces of the Dulux puppy fresh from a slurry pit: friendly, scatty, enthusiastic, but hopelessly ungroomed.


        When Saskia and Phoebe were sent to the same boarding school in Chester they’d formed rival cliques. Yet each term they’d travelled up together, their trunks nestling companionably in the boot of either Phoebe’s parents’ rusty Landrover (known as the Dinosaur), or the Seatons’ latest flashy Mercedes. And every holiday they’d suffer the humiliation of being invited to one another’s houses, where one or several of the rival clique would inevitably be in situ to make life hell. Saskia’s visits were slightly easier because both Phoebe’s brothers were madly in love with her, dispensing hospitality and Pimms in abundance. Saskia’s three elder sisters, however, were completely indifferent to Phoebe. On the few occasions they registered her presence, they treated her with the same bored irritation they would a school hamster that it was their turn to look after during half term. Saskia, however, took great pleasure in making Phoebe’s visit as hellish as possible, bullying the gangly, timid little girl into terrified submission.


        Then Ralph Fredericks – a six-foot six industrial architect and devout rugby buff – accepted a long contract overseas, the first of many. He and his elegant wife Poppy became virtual expatriates as they moved between time-zones with little more than a crackling intercontinental call to the school to pass on their new address. Occasionally Phoebe sat on fifteen-hour flights with her younger sister, Milly, to join them for holidays. Mostly, she spent the yawning gaps between school terms with the Seatons, to the horror of Saskia and her sisters. Saskia merely redoubled her efforts to make Phoebe’s stays unpleasant. Jealous of Phoebe’s close relationship with her mother, Gin, Saskia enlisted her sisters’ help in the ritual goading and teasing which the adults never witnessed.


        Phoebe grew to dread her birthday each year, when she and Saskia would share a party. If it weren’t for the fact that she adored Gin and Tonic Seaton, Phoebe would have kicked up a stink long before they shared their appalling eighteenth, when Saskia spent all night plugged to the lips of the local Sandhurst stud – on whom Phoebe had shed tears, wasted her best poems and for whom she’d forked out for a Valentine for over a decade. The next day Saskia had phoned him and told him that she had suddenly found out her best friend, Freddy ‘Krueger’ Fredericks, had a honking great crush on him so she couldn’t possibly see him again, finally adding that he kissed like a slug trapped in a vacuum nozzle.


        After school, with considerable relief, they went their separate ways. Saskia spent a bomb at Pineapple, had collagen injected into her lips and, installed in a plush Battersea flat by her parents, went to a London drama school. Phoebe took a place to read English at Exeter, fell in love with every be-ponytailed drop out, partied furiously, achieved a lousy degree and, moving back to London and into a shared house in West Hampstead, worked her way through six jobs in as many months, dreaming of becoming the next Edna O’Brien but writing nothing more than the odd rubbery cheque. Temping at the headquarters of a tabloid newspaper for a week, she met and fell in love with Dan – a funny, charming and utterly addictive renegade whom all her friends referred to as The Corps because he was a corporate lawyer and far older, wiser and more married than her. He pursued her mercilessly, told her his marriage was a wreck, and then dropped her like a used condom when Private Eye devoted three lines to the story, naming Phoebe as the ‘alleged leggy and libidinous new love-interest for celebrated Street of Shame “Libel Detector”’. He was convinced his wife would find out.


        The storm blew over in less than a week with The Corps sidling daily through his old front door, chocolates and flowers held up like shields and his amazed wife emerging to kiss him on his two faces, blithely unaware of the scandal.


        But the Fredericks family, finding out the full story from a hand-me-down Private Eye in Hong Kong, had been appalled by Phoebe’s behaviour, issuing instructions to one of her brothers to invite her for a year in a different hemisphere to hush up for good the affair. When Phoebe refused to go, Poppy Fredericks had cut all links until she caved in.


        Phoebe had only seen Saskia Seaton once before setting off to spend a year with her elder brother, Dominic, who lived in New Zealand.


        At the time, Phoebe had a new, very dishy boyfriend called Stan – Fliss’s artist friend – who was giving her second thoughts about going to the opposite end of the globe to live in an Antipodean vineyard. Stan was wildly romantic: a starving artist with a mane of lion blond hair. He virtually lived at the ICA, drank vodka for breakfast and talked about Existential Chaos Theory in reverent tones while taking Phoebe for jellied eels on the Isle of Dogs. He was also the complete opposite of The Corps and consequently as comforting to rebound on as a padded trampoline.


        Desperate to impress him, Phoebe booked tickets for a very dingy fringe play called Mort et Misère, advertised as ‘avant garde, polemic performance art that will redefine your spiritual boundaries’.


        It took place in a tiny, darkened room above a pub in deepest suburban Putney. Apart from a couple of lesbian drama professors and a stray drunk from downstairs, Stan and Phoebe were the only audience.


        To the accompaniment of a greasy-haired anorexic banging a tambourine against her bony hip, eight hunch-backed figures wearing plastic bin-liners, with paper bags on their heads, shuffled on stage and started moaning incoherently.


        Meanwhile the juke box downstairs worked through AC/DC’s full repertoire of hits. Or it could have been one song played over and over again, Phoebe found it hard to tell.


        After about ten minutes, the drunk got up and, groping noisily in the gloom, staggered to the door. The lesbians paused from taking notes, looked over their John Lennon specs at each other and tutted. Stan started snoring loudly. Phoebe got the giggles.


        About two hours later, the play ended with all the actors taking their bin liners off and, stark naked apart from their paper bag helmets, hitting each other with raw mackerel while the anorexic almost broke her tambourine in Bacchic ecstasy.


        Phoebe prodded Stan in the ribs and he woke up, yawned loudly and squinted at the fishy flagellation on stage.


        ‘Nice tits.’ He nodded in the direction of an actress with a much smarter paper bag than anyone else. In fact, on close inspection it turned out to come from Harvey Nichols Food Hall. She also had a very familiar birthmark, shaped like a sea horse, on her left leg.


        ‘My God,’ Phoebe muttered, almost falling off her chair in amazement. ‘It’s Saskia.’


        Afterwards, trying to prize Stan away from his fourth pint of London Pride in the bar downstairs, Phoebe felt five ringed claws clutch her shoulder.


        ‘Freddy Krueger!’ shrieked a voice.


        Phoebe spun around, ready to express total surprise so as not to embarrass Saskia by admitting she’d seen the bin bag orgy. Then her jaw dropped.


        Saskia had always been beautiful. She had the sort of cheek bones women in America remove most of their teeth to achieve, the glossiest mane of slippery blonde hair and huge, cobalt blue eyes like the priciest chips on a roulette table. Built in the Joely Richardson English Rose mould, she had a perfect, elongated size-twelve figure that would have made Laura Ashley weep with joy – just the right height for the hem of a chintz smock to finish at the ankle. Her pink and white complexion made Princess Diana look like a Greek goat herder in comparison.


        But instead, smiling at Phoebe was a glorious raven-haired siren with hypnotic eyes the colour of Parma violets. She wore an all-in-one Marlboro-red hot-pants catsuit and enormous fashionable clod hoppers at the end of her endless tanned legs.


        ‘Saskia!’ Phoebe gasped in awe. ‘You look sensational. You’ve changed  –  ’


        ‘Whatever you do, don’t let on my hair’s not natural,’ she hissed into Phoebe’s ear, casting a wary eye over her shoulder to where a gaggle of actors were kissing each other’s cheeks and holding hands.


        ‘I think you’ll have to shave your minge to make people believe that,’ grinned Stan, laid-back as ever, eyeing her birthmark with lazy interest.


        It was Stan’s rude directness that Phoebe liked, but he did have a tendency to go a bit far. And Saskia could be absurdly sensitive. Bracing herself for a flurry of bitchy crushing remarks, Phoebe was amazed when Saskia merely shrieked with laughter. She had loosened up.


        They talked for hours. Or rather, Saskia did. Phoebe yawned, ate the lemon in her Coke and ground her teeth on the pips as Stan observed Saskia in much the same way as he would gaze at a mesmerising, incomprehensible Miro in the Tate.


        By half-past eleven, he was on to his eighth pint and glazing over.


        We would find ourselves in a pub with extended licensing hours, Phoebe thought glumly. But even she had to admit she was fascinated.


        Saskia had changed more than just her hair colour and contact lenses. She’d picked up that thespian tendency to touch the person she was speaking to. Phoebe’s fingers turned blue as Saskia gushed on about their ‘crazy’ schooldays, with all those ‘fabulously bizarre’ parties. Yet, despite this new-found chumminess, Phoebe realised you could slice steel on her ambition.


        ‘I had a test with Ken Russell last week,’ she enthused, speaking loudly enough to cause whirlpools in most of the pints in the pub. Phoebe charitably assumed it was her drama training which made her project her voice so much.


        ‘Really?’ Stan grinned lazily. He never lost his cool.


        ‘Yeah.’ Saskia lit another cigarette. She’d got through almost half a packet. ‘He’s doing a screen adaptation of Eliot’s Waste Land.’


        ‘Fucking antiquated crap,’ Stan yawned, impassively watching Saskia’s cleavage deepen as she leant forward to tap her ash. ‘No one gives a shit about twenties neo-sacrilegious symbolic subversion any more.’ His eyelids batted in boredom, although Phoebe knew he was relishing the wind up.


        To do her credit, Saskia didn’t flinch. Phoebe was impressed. She just smiled and started telling them a story about being chased across London by an enraptured RSC director.


        ‘He wanted me to audition for a Coward revival – Tom Conti’s going to be in it. But I’m not willing to channel myself into mainstream West End yet. I find experimental theatre far more broadening.’


        It was only after the bell for last orders had rung that Saskia asked what Phoebe was up to.


        ‘New Zealand!’ she shrieked when Phoebe told her, her purple lenses nearly rotating as she widened her eyes. ‘Oh, how awful, darling. I mean, I’ve only just found you again, Freddy, and you’re scooting off to shear a lot of flea-infested ewes.’


        ‘Dominic’s a wine-grower.’


        In the end, Saskia insisted on swapping addresses.


        ‘It says Hounslow, but it’s much closer to Richmond, actually,’ she said, thrusting a beer mat covered in her illegible scrawl under Phoebe’s nose. ‘Promise you’ll write and let me know everything. And give my love to that gorgeous brother of yours.’


        Phoebe didn’t expect to hear from her again. No doubt Poppy would soon write with news of Saskia’s impending stardom, relayed via Gin Seaton.


        In the taxi on their way back to Stan’s grotty Brixton flat, Phoebe braced herself for jealous demons and asked him what he thought of Saskia.


        ‘Fucking screwed-up toff.’ He shrugged indifferently. ‘Decent legs, but I preferred her with the paper bag on. At least you couldn’t see her mouth moving.’


        Oh God, she loved him for that.


        But it didn’t really come as much of a surprise when the first letter Phoebe received from Saskia was a gushing apology for the fact that she was now dating Stan. What surprised Phoebe more was that she’d bothered to write at all. And then keep on writing.


        Sporadic letters, sometimes no more than a postcard, sometimes eight leaves thick, and always postmarked from a different part of London, wound their way to Dominic and Vicky Fredericks’s isolated farm, often months late.


        Until then Phoebe had never believed distance makes the heart grow fonder. She liked regular gossips, lots of chummy meals and two-hour phone conversations. Saskia’s letters were a revelation.


        She took life on the chin at a reckless, whistle-stop pace. Her stories often appalled Phoebe. She could be totally amoral, utterly unforgiving, and very, very kinky. But her unending enthusiasm, ambition and humour kept Phoebe alive through the tiring, back-breaking months she spent with her brother. She supposed Saskia treated her as a sort of confessional – a listener on the other side of the globe, safe from prying flat-mates and jealous lovers.


        Any news Phoebe gave in return was pathetically scant. How could telling Saskia that they’d repaired twenty miles of ring fence and found a new recipe for roast lamb compare to her writing that she’d met and fallen in love with one of the most successful, lusted-after and oh-so-eligible heart-throbs in London – the some-time playboy, some-time model Felix Sylvian? And what’s more, he was utterly obsessed with her, had thrown in a well-chronicled relationship with his MTA partner and was planning to marry Saskia a month after Phoebe was due back from New Zealand.


        Her delirious, infectious happiness made Phoebe tingle. She simply lived for the next letter. Saskia was wildly indiscreet about their sex-life, repeating kiss for slap every sizzling detail about his penchant for knotted silk scarves, voyeurism, crème fraîche, exhibitionism and dressing up. But it was the romance that made Phoebe shiver. She didn’t believe other men ever did things as totally unexpected, imaginative and bohemian as Felix Sylvian.


 


Rattling on a slow train through leafy Berkshire stations with their red painted lamp posts, lurid Quick Snacks and modern glass waiting rooms, Phoebe was not at her merriest. Now jobless and broke, she had no way of paying her part of the rent on the shared flat. She’d fobbed Fliss off with a vague excuse about still transferring dollars from Wellington, but with red phone, electricity and gas bills pinned pointedly to Phoebe’s empty food cupboard, things were getting desperate. To cheer herself up she’d booked a haircut and emerged from the ultra-trendy Covent Garden salon with a very light head and cold neck vowing never again to say ‘I want something different’. She looked like a schoolboy; her sleek brown hair cut to an urchin’s three inches. Fine for petite, curvy women with pretty faces; Phoebe was almost six foot, very gangly and, although her eyes were the same green as the inside of a kiwi fruit and her mouth had once been compared to Julia Roberts’s by a drunk on the tube, she had a nose like a falcon’s beak and a long, scrawny neck that either had to be buried in a polo neck or surrounded by a flattering cloud of hair.


        It was Wimbledon week, mid-summer and the train – a modern electric-door type with eye-watering upholstery and no windows – was stifling. Phoebe’s polo neck already felt like a woolly noose. Beside her, a teenage girl was chewing gum with squelchy salival squeaks and listening to the men’s semi-finals full-blast on her Walkman.


        Plink . . . plop . . . plink . . . thwack . . . grunt . . . plop . . . audience gasps as the lob goes up . . . smash . . . OUT! . . . groan.


        Phoebe shot the girl a grouchy look, noticing that she had a stud shaped like a clenched fist through her nose. Phoebe hoped she didn’t have hay fever; she could puncture an innocent member of the public if she sneezed.


        She edged closer to the window just as they whooshed into a tunnel. Her face stared back, naked without its veil of hair. Next to Saskia’s slender curves, slithering mane and glorious chest, Phoebe reflected, she’d look like a Dickens character wandering into a Jackie Collins sex scene by mistake. She prayed Felix Sylvian wasn’t down for the weekend, then told herself off for being so vain.


        The tannoy gurgled into life with a baffling submarine-to-HQ coded message.


        Translating ‘Hssskkbreich’ as Hexbury, Phoebe pulled her featherweight hat-box from the overhead luggage shelf. She had virtually no clothes with her. Returning in high sulk over her shaved head, she’d bunged her overdue laundry into the machine without noticing that Fliss had left the dial at boil wash after shrinking her new Levis. Now Phoebe had a dozen Sindy-sized knickers, several toddler-fit shirts and two skirts which, given a frame, would make terrific lampshades.


        Anyway, she told herself, if the drought continued, it would be too hot for more than shorts and a sun-top. And she already had a reputation in the Seaton house for being an utter slob.


        But, just in case, she’d vengefully nicked two outrageously sexy dresses from Fliss’s wardrobe.
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Too early for the returning Friday night commuters, the platform at Hexbury was almost deserted when Phoebe stepped off the train. Two women clutching classy bags of shopping clicked away from First Class on high court shoes. A BR guard lit a cigarette and eyed Phoebe with interest.


        Probably bisexual, she thought, miserably running a hand through her new crew cut. God, it was short.


        She wandered towards the car park and gazed around hopefully. Even the taxi rank was empty. Rows of shiny BMWs in the Season Ticket Holders Only enclosure waited like pony lines at a polo match for their masters to return with a space age remote-control key. Phoebe searched for a flashy Merc.


        A woman was standing beside a battered Golf, her wiry grey hair on end, ancient yellow cords rammed into green wellies, creased sun top showing a lot of loose mahogany skin. She looked at Phoebe curiously.


        Trying to work out what sex I am, no doubt, Phoebe thought crabbily. She yanked up her cycling shorts and tried to look cool. Gin was notoriously late for everything, she told herself. She’d be totally wrapped up in her garden at this time of year, not noticing time flying as she whizzed around dead-heading and weed-pulling, inspired no doubt by a recent visit to Chelsea Flower Show.


        ‘Freddy?’


        Phoebe spun round to see the welly woman peering at her questioningly. She had a red-veined face like port-soaked Stilton – though it had once undoubtedly been very beautiful – and merry, faded blue eyes.


        ‘Gin?’ Phoebe’s voice faltered.


        ‘My dear, it is you. Gosh!’ Phoebe was enveloped in a hug. Gin smelled comfortingly of fading Miss Dior and potting shed. But the hair against Phoebe’s cheek seemed to have turned from the colour of sun-bleached straw to pepper overnight, and she felt as frail as a rag doll that had lost most of its stuffing.


        ‘I didn’t recognise you!’ she laughed, pulling away to look Phoebe in the face. ‘Tony always told me you’d become a swan’, Gin touched her cheek in amazement, ‘and so you have! Gosh, but you have!’


        Phoebe was burning with embarrassment. Her mother had always taught her to return one compliment with another. Yet Gin looked so old, faded and unkempt whereas she’d been the most elegant woman alive when Phoebe had last seen her. For the whole of her childhood she’d idol-worshipped Virginia Seaton. In two years she must have aged a decade.


        ‘And you look well too,’ she lied, far too late.


        ‘Don’t talk rubbish,’ Gin dismissed her, hooking her arm through Phoebe’s and towing her towards the tatty Golf. ‘I look a sight. I need you to make me stop rushing around and sprawl around by the pool reading glossies and talking non-stop like we used to, remember?’


        ‘Of course I remember.’


        ‘It’s just that things have been so hectic lately, what with the wedding plans and then the awful – of course, you don’t know. I’ll – damn thing!’ she cursed as the car alarm went off.


        ‘Bloody thing’s new, you see,’ she yelled over the din. ‘Can’t work it out yet. Oh, bother!’ She ran a hand through her peppery hair and it stood up even more.


        Finally the alarm shut up, more because it chose to than from anything Gin had done.


        ‘Awful old banger, isn’t it?’ she complained as they sank into cracked leather seats.


        ‘I think it’s lovely.’ Phoebe laughed in amazement. ‘Believe me, the only car I’ve been inside in the last year is a rusty Moke with no suspension. And since I’ve been back in London, I’ve had my bicycle wheels nicked twice.’


        ‘Oh God, am I being a frightful snob again?’ Gin looked genuinely appalled as she crunched the gears into reverse. ‘It’s just I’m so hatefully reactionary these days. And since Tony’s lost so much money – bottom’s fallen out of the property business since the recession, you know, and he’s a Lloyd’s name – I’m finding it terribly difficult to adjust. I wish I was your age again.’ She glanced at her reflection in the rear view mirror and grimaced. ‘Gosh, it was so easy then.’


        They lurched forwards in a series of kangaroo hops and then accelerated at breakneck speed out of the car park.


        At least Gin’s driving hadn’t changed, Phoebe thought as her knuckles whitened on the seatbelt.


        As they sped up the bumpy pot-holed drive towards Deayton Manor Farm, the Seatons’ square-shouldered, brick-and-flint house, three Labradors and a yapping Jack Russell came tumbling out of the open front door. Narrowly missing running over the most grey-muzzled of the Labradors, Gin pulled the Golf up at a rakish angle beside a dusty Range Rover and they got out to a rapturous canine welcome.


        ‘That’s Reg’s now really,’ she nodded towards the Range Rover, ‘but Tony likes it kept in front of the house – silly old fool. Since he lost his licence, he decided it wasn’t worth keeping a large car running. Reg drives him to the station in it.’


        Phoebe walked towards the house, trying to look as dignified as possible with two Labrador snouts glued to her crotch.


        Inside, it was blissfully cool and just as she had remembered it – grand, tatty and eccentric. A battered keeper’s check deerstalker was still balanced on the bust of Julius Caesar in the hall, and a faded British Ensign draped over the portrait of a particularly ugly ancestor, because one of Tony’s great-aunts had once had a heart attack while looking at it. Passing through to the back lobby, Phoebe even recognised the pock-marks on the panelling where her brothers had knocked a cricket ball against it years ago.


        ‘Please ignore the utter shambles – strawberry jam in progress,’ Gin apologised as they went into the kitchen. She paused by the back stairs and shouted up, ‘Sheila! The rest of the dog food’s in the boot of the Golf. Come and say hi to Freddy when you get a chance.’


        The Seatons’ kitchen was huge, messy and old fashioned, and hadn’t seen a fitter wielding a tape-measure in its two-hundred-year life. Gin always referred to it as her organised chaos. Although old and ugly enough to be classified as archetypal rustic chic, none of the furniture matched. The high, chipped-tile walls were lined by stain-blotched benches and tables, cupboards without handles, a fifties washing machine, seventies dishwasher, shuddering fridge, an ancient four-door Aga loaded with drying tea towels, and two cracked enamel sinks of differing heights, all shoulder-to-shoulder like a decrepit city skyline. The enormous scrubbed yew table in the centre of the room was as warped as a tricky golf green – Phoebe knew from experience that if one rolled a marble from the high end, it would spiral and slalom its way to the opposite one. Surrounding it were chairs of every shape and wood, from a bent-backed classic to a folding canvas director’s chair with ‘The Boss’ emblazoned on the back. A psychologist would have had a field-day analysing why people chose to sit in each different one.


        Phoebe selected a wood-wormed one with a shredding wicker seat and sank down on to it, realising she felt fifteen again. The combined smells of baking, jam-making, wet dog and drying laundry stirred up childhood memories as vividly as looking at an old photograph. For many summers this had been her refuge; she had stayed here for hours with Gin, chatting, laughing and nibbling biscuits as an escape from the Seaton daughters’ spite.


        ‘Is Saskia here?’ she asked, fiddling with a strawberry.


        ‘Still in bed, I should think.’ Gin shook the kettle before opening the Aga hot lid. ‘Tea or coffee? No, I know. It’s horribly early for a proper drink, but I think we can get away with Pimms, don’t you?’


        ‘Well  . . .’ Phoebe glanced at the kitchen clock. It was just past four. Maybe Saskia and Felix were holed up for a long love weekend, she wondered. ‘Did she have a late night then?’


        Gin shrugged. ‘I don’t know, darling. She creeps around the house like a ghost – didn’t get up at all on Wednesday.’


        ‘Hello, Fred.’


        A jolly red face appeared around the door to the back stairs, clutching a pile of sheets. The Seatons’ housekeeper, Sheila, was as short, stout and rounded as a Beryl Cook lady, with an unruly mop of blonde corkscrew curls and a penchant for the most incredible spectacles. Today’s were huge, pink-tinted round ones with mother-of-pearl frames that balanced on the end of her sunburnt snub nose, forcing her to hold up her head like a tubby seal balancing a ball.


        ‘Sheila!’ Phoebe leapt up, giving her an enormous hug. The little woman came up to her chin.


        ‘Mind these,’ Sheila laughed as she gathered up the sheets, squinting at her over the specs. ‘I can’t believe it’s you. Don’t she look good, Virginia?’


        Gin nodded, smiling. It had taken her almost a decade to persuade Sheila to stop calling her Mrs Seaton, but no inducement would persuade the housekeeper to call her employer by her nick-name. ‘It just don’t feel right,’ she always complained. Yet she ruled the house; bossing Gin around like a mother hen, lending her back copies of Hello!, and throwing away her secret supplies of comfort chocolates which broke the constant diet.


        ‘You giving the girl alcohol at this time?’ Sheila clucked, watching Gin tug some mint through the garden window. ‘You’d rather have a nice cup of tea, wouldn’t you, dear?’ She shot Phoebe a shrewd look.


        ‘Anything liquid suits me. Can I go up and see Saskia?’


        ‘Of course.’ Gin rolled her eyes. ‘What am I thinking of? Poor old Saskia’s bound to want you all to herself for a while. You run up and pop your head round the door, Freddy.’


        Wondering if she should ask whether Felix Sylvian would be in there too, Phoebe headed towards the lobby.


        ‘Here, take these.’ Gin handed her the two glasses of frothy Pimms.


        Phoebe could hear Sheila tutting as she headed through to the main hall.


        ‘She knows then, does she?’ she quacked, clearly itching for a gossip.


        ‘Oh my God!’ wailed Gin. ‘I quite forgot to warn her – poor Freddy!’


        


Trailed by two panting dogs, Phoebe bounded two steps at a time up the huge, curved staircase with its death-trap carpet which still hadn’t been properly rodded and was now as threadbare as the elbows of a schoolmaster’s ratcatcher.


        As a child, Phoebe had been wildly jealous of Saskia’s room. Set at the front of the house with huge sash windows, it looked out over acres and acres of farmland almost to the next county. Even when Saskia went through a rebellious stage in her teens, painting the walls black and draping tie-dyed muslin mosquito nets everywhere, it had remained lighter than Phoebe’s Laura Ashleyed north-facing cell at the tiny cottage her parents had owned in nearby Froxclere.


        She tapped lightly on the door, but there was no answer.


        ‘Saskia? Saskia, it’s me . . . Freddy. Can I come in?’


        Still no answer. Aware that being caught in flagrante delicto was one of Felix’s fantasies that Saskia had written to her about, Phoebe cautiously pushed the door open a fraction.


        The heat was stifling. As she peeked in, she could see nothing for gloom and cigarette smoke. A thin leg of light poked out between the drawn curtains.


        A den of siniquity, no doubt, Phoebe thought nervously.


        Then, pushed by two anxiously scrabbling dogs, she practically fell into the room.


        ‘Saskia?’ she muttered, blinking through the fug as her eyes fought to adjust. She could feel Pimms, cool, sweet and sticky, soaking through the front of her T-shirt.


        Phoebe suddenly felt very gauche. Despite her letters, Saskia might still regard her as the brat out of hell. Her coming here had been Gin’s idea, after all.


        ‘Over here,’ came a muffled croak from the bed.


        The dogs thundered across the litter of discarded clothes and dive-bombed Saskia’s duvet. Phoebe picked her way across the room more cautiously. Far from being a love den, it looked more like somewhere recently vacated by orgying rugby players. A pair of knickers wound themselves around her ankle like a cotton jellyfish as she dodged strewn tape boxes, food wrapping, magazines and Coke cans. Tripping over an electric cord, she sent a mug of cold coffee flying.


        ‘Oh God, sorry!’ Phoebe started to mop it up with a make-up-stained towel.


        ‘Leave it.’ Saskia pushed the dogs away and heaved herself upright.


        Phoebe glanced up. Looking Saskia in the face for the first time in a year, she was certain she wouldn’t have recognised her if they’d passed in the street. Through a haze of smoke and shadows, a sad, fat, lard-coloured face dissolved into tears.


        ‘Sasky!’ Phoebe propped herself on the side of the bed and gave her a hug.


        Saskia must have put on two stone. Her hair, corded with grease, was now two-tone, the light roots inching into the black like a wasp’s back. When she wriggled away from Phoebe, her eyes were tiny and bloodshot, sunken into deep shining charcoal caves from lack of sleep. Her face was almost grey. Two huge spots, attacked by savage finger nails, were the only colour on her pasty cheeks, like jam blobs in school semolina.


        ‘I wish you hadn’t come, Fred,’ she sniffed, reaching shakily for her cigarette packet, although a barely smoked one was still smouldering in the brimming ashtray. ‘I spent all today dreading it, hoping you’d miss your train. Please go back to London. I know that sounds beastly but I hate people seeing me like this.’ Her face crumpled again.


        ‘Shh,’ Phoebe handed her the half-full Pimms glass and pushed the dank hair back from her friend’s face so that she could take a slug. Saskia flinched away from her like a small child about to have a graze attacked by cotton wool dripping in iodine.


        Phoebe was groping desperately for something adequate to say, but found the stifling silence as impenetrable as the first slot at an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting. Instead she sat in silence, waiting for Saskia to pull herself together, wishing she was better at coping with tearful people. Beyond hugging them and locating a tissue, she’d always been a hopeless counsellor with distraught friends, cracking clumsy jokes in an attempt to cheer them up and saying all the wrong things. She couldn’t stop herself staring at Saskia, appalled at the change, horribly aware of her own burning curiosity.


        Saskia was wearing nothing but a tatty red towelling robe, its pulled threads giving the impression of an old fox’s pelt. It reeked of stale cigarette smoke and unwashed occupancy. The chintzy duvet was coated with ash, sweet wrappers, old Sunday supplements and two trashy novels, their spines barely bent. A letter had been ripped to shreds and spread like confetti over one pillow.


        The claustrophobic, airless fug began to pierce through Phoebe’s temples.


        ‘Can I open a window?’


        Coughing as she lit the quivering cigarette, Saskia shrugged.


        ‘Don’t open the curtains!’ she yelped as Phoebe pushed up a stubborn sash.


        Phoebe leant out and breathed a heavenly lungful of warm summer air tinged with a distant tang of bonfire. At the far end of the freshly striped lawn, the crumbling brick and flint garden wall was wearing its tangles of ivy like a shredded string vest.


        Giving Saskia a few seconds to recover unscrutinised, Phoebe watched as Sheila’s portly husband Reg packed armfuls of privet cuttings into a composter. He’d removed his shirt to work, but his forearms and neck were so seasoned and brown compared to his pale, fleshy midriff that he looked as though he were still wearing one. As he turned back towards the house, he caught sight of Phoebe watching him and struck a mock body-builder’s pose. Phoebe laughed.


        ‘Revolting, aren’t I?’ Saskia’s voice wobbled behind her.


        Turning back, Phoebe quickly shook her head. ‘Just very, very depressed,’ she replied quietly, moving back towards the bed, horrified by her tactlessness.


        ‘No wonder he dumped me,’ Saskia’s voice rose to a shrill whine, ‘I’m utterly, utterly disgusting – rank, putrid, stinking, grubby, sour, squalid . . . disgusting!’ She collapsed into a sobbing heap.


        Taking her cigarette before she set light to the paper tinder littering her bed, Phoebe held her heaving, unhappy body until she stopped crying.


        ‘What happened, Saskia?’


        But Phoebe couldn’t get another word out of her.


        


‘How is she – did you have a good chat?’ Gin asked hopefully when Phoebe came down with ten fingers full of mug handles.


        She shook her head, setting the mugs in the largest sink with a series of clanks.


        Gin sat down at the vast, pitted kitchen table and lit a cigarette, offering Phoebe one.


        ‘I know, I promised I never would,’ she apologised irritably as Phoebe refused. ‘But, Christ, I need it at the moment.’


        She sounded accusing, but Phoebe knew she was merely angry with herself. Once on over forty a day, she and Phoebe’s mother had both made New Year’s resolutions to give up about five years ago. Poppy Fredericks – hopelessly lacking in willpower – had sneaked the odd Silk Cut in the garden throughout January and finally admitted defeat when her husband bought her a packet of extra strong mints and a bottle of scent for Valentine’s Day. Gin, however, had stuck to her promise without relapse.


        ‘How long has Saskia been like this?’ Phoebe asked, sinking into a paint-splattered chair beside her.


        ‘Ever since Felix pushed off.’ Gin raised her eyebrows and sighed. ‘She’s not always as bad as today – when I told her you were coming it sort of exacerbated the situation. You met Felix, didn’t you?’


        Phoebe shook her head.


        ‘No, of course, you were away.’ Gin hopped up and headed towards the dresser.


        Like a fat, lofty old man stooping to avoid a beam, the Seatons’ oak dresser was the size of a double garage door and tilted forwards alarmingly. As ever, it was heaving with clutter – framed photos, unmatched crockery, rosettes, dog leads, recipe books and seed packets – so that it resembled a white elephant stall at a school fête awaiting price stickers. Gin dragged open a drawer with some difficulty and its contents sprang upwards as if breathing out. Tipping several postcards on to the floor, she extracted a silver photograph frame and took it back to Phoebe.


        ‘The agonising thing is, we all liked him so much. There, that’s at the annual Wellbeing barbecue. They looked so divine together.’


        Of course, Phoebe thought, they would look spectacular. Felix, on the occasions she had glimpsed his photo in newspapers or magazines, possessed the carved-jaw elegance of some sixteenth-century knight, both devilish and seraph-like, plus those endless muscular legs just made for doublet and hose. His eyes couldn’t just smoulder – they razed clothes off and made libidos spontaneously combust.


        He and Saskia were standing in front of a billowing cream marquee, hot from dancing. Saskia was swathed in crotch-length chiffon layers that looked hand-woven on to her body, her purple contact lenses brimming with happiness, a huge smile showing teeth as white and even as King Wenceslas’s castle grounds. Beside her, Felix Sylvian’s ravishing face was animated and laughing in a way that hundreds of moody modelling shots had never shown. He was quite simply beautiful. Floppy blond hair falling over his forehead, bow tie pulled undone and dress shirt open, he looked more beddable than a twelve-tog duvet.


        ‘Why did it end?’ asked Phoebe, noticing a pile of wedding invitations spewing from the drawer which had hidden the photograph.


        ‘Didn’t Saskia tell you?’ Gin looked surprised. ‘I thought she might. You’ve always been such chums.’


        Phoebe winced. Gin had no idea how much Saskia and she had once loathed each other.


        ‘You see, none of us really knows,’ Gin went on. ‘She refuses to say. All I know is that he virtually begged Saskia to marry him – you know how terribly stubborn and independent she’s always been, never short of dishy boyfriends. But secretly she absolutely adored him. She kept him stewing for a few weeks, but it came as no surprise when she finally accepted. Tony threw a huge party which we could ill afford – your parents came down for it; Ralph was in London at the time. Then, about a month later, Saskia and Felix flew to Italy to escape the wedding plans, came back to London for some film premíère, and she was here two days later, totally distraught, saying it was all over.’


        ‘She didn’t say why?’


        ‘Not a word.’ Gin stood up and started loading the mugs into the dishwasher. ‘It was terribly awkward because Zoe’s marriage had just fallen apart and I had her weeping around the house plus the three little monsters. Having two daughters in distress, I just couldn’t cope. Tony talked to her, but he just seemed to make things worse. I suppose I rather let her get on with it.’


        ‘And she hasn’t heard from Felix since?’ Phoebe asked in amazement.


        ‘Oh, she nearly drove us all mad trying to track him down,’ Gin sighed, revving up some more Pimms. ‘But I gather not. And he certainly hasn’t been in touch. You should see her bolting to answer the phone every time it rings or waiting like a terrier for the post. Nothing.’


        She plonked a frothing glass in front of Phoebe, who was fanning herself with the unread Upper Selbourne Parish News. ‘I’d suggest we go for a swim, but the pool is full of slime.’


        Phoebe picked a piece of apple from her Pimms and sucked it thoughtfully. Everything about the Seatons seemed to be decaying.


        ‘She looks awful, doesn’t she?’ Gin said sadly. ‘Every morning, I find the fridge open, half its contents missing and dirty plates stacked in the sink. Tony had his cellar valued by Sotheby’s last week – he was thinking of selling it – and found huge gaps. She’d been nipping down and whipping Châteaux Petrus and Latour to guzzle in her room. Such a ghastly waste. But when I tried to confront her about it, she threw the most frightful wobbly, denying it. She hides the empty bottles in her wardrobe. I bought a whole load of cheap Sainsbury’s plonk the other day in desperation, but she refuses to touch it – still pretending it’s not her.’


        Gin put her head in her hands, rubbing her forehead as if trying to erase the deep furrows worry had etched there.


        ‘Has she seen a doctor?’


        Gin sighed with an exasperated smile. ‘He prescribed some awful tranquilliser things. One night she took eight and we were scraping her off the ceiling. Tony flushed them down the loo. The doctor suggested counselling, but she won’t leave the house. When we got some ludicrously expensive psychiatrist chap in, she locked herself in the bathroom. In the end, he spent all afternoon chatting up Zoe. I think she’s been out to dinner with him a couple of times.’


        ‘Is Zoe still here?’ Phoebe asked, looking at various stick-man drawings of ‘Granny Double Gin’ pinned to the door of the freezer with fruit-shaped magnets.


        Gin shook her head. ‘Thank God. Those children are unbearably spoiled. No, she and Charles are back together because a messy divorce would blot his political copy book – he’s hoping for a post in the Treasury if there’s a reshuffle – but it’s still very sticky.’


        Phoebe tried to hide her relief. Zoe had been the most spiteful of the Seaton sisters. She’d once locked Phoebe in a stable with three angry geese, only letting her out when she promised to put cowpat on her face and be her slave for a week. Phoebe hadn’t seen her for years, although Dempster occasionally mentioned her marriage problems when he had space to make up. No doubt childbirth and six years shackled to a chinless Tory MP in Buckinghamshire would have mellowed her somewhat, but Phoebe wasn’t keen to test it.


        Suddenly it struck her what a mistake it was to have come. Saskia’s letters may have invested her with an illusion of new-found respect, but her childhood loathing and jealousy had merely been a blacker shade of the same emotion. In writing to Phoebe, Saskia hadn’t really extended the hand of friendship at long last, she’d been showing off her ring. Now the charmed life had been shattered, she wouldn’t want Phoebe around to dish out pity, however much of it she felt.


        ‘Gin, I really don’t think Saskia wants me here,’ she said, unable to look her in the eyes.


        The pause was as sticky as Gin’s jam bubbling on the Aga slow plate. Phoebe could hear Sheila whistling Copacabana upstairs. In the distance, a car door banged making the Jack Russell scuttle, growling furiously, into the lobby.


        Gin looked at her watch. ‘That’ll be Reg setting off to fetch Tony,’ she muttered curtly. ‘If you want to go back, you’d better run out and stop him. He’ll give you a lift. There’s bound to be a London train soon.’


        The voice was icy with contempt, and Phoebe suddenly realised why her father had always been rather intimidated by Gin. She could cut someone dead if she felt they’d let her down, switch off as abruptly as a DJ zapping a rude caller on a radio phone-in.


        Phoebe heard the Range Rover start with a throaty diesel cough, but she didn’t move.


        ‘Go on then!’ Gin snapped.


        Phoebe wavered, unable to leave. It was like a beloved headmistress telling a pupil she was expelled. She couldn’t bear the thought of Gin despising her, yet she was totally torn. Leaving now would save the agony of exposing the real truth later; the fact that Saskia probably still hated Phoebe and certainly didn’t want her popping up with a tissue and a one-line-joke at her moment of grief. And Gin would undoubtedly be far more distressed to realise that the years of chummy, jolly jape-loaded, Enid Blytonesque holidays had in fact been tortuous survival missions of sleepless, tearful nights and plots to run away. Phoebe could never risk letting her discover how ghastly the Seaton girls had once been to her; Gin would be devastated.


        But as Phoebe finally rose in defeat, Gin burst into noisy sobs. Frozen in amazement, Phoebe stood by the table uselessly, tears stinging her eyes. Seeing Gin cry was one of the most agonising sights in her life, as sad and unexpected as the Pope suddenly marrying La Cicciolina in a Las Vegas Elvis chapel.


        ‘Oh God, how utterly awful of me,’ Gin sobbed, leaping up and snatching some kitchen roll to blow her nose. ‘I’m sorry, Freddy – this must be so embarrassing for you. We’re all in such a state. I’ve been so worried about Saskia, but with everything else falling around our ears, I’ve been next to useless. She absolutely hates me now, feels I’ve let her down, which I have.’ She blew her nose noisily and looked out of the kitchen window, fighting to regain her composure.


        Phoebe opened and shut her mouth like a tapped mussel, totally helpless with confusion.


        ‘Please stay,’ Gin begged, her voice wavering in distraught tremolo. ‘You’re absolutely my last hope.’


        


Phoebe was in a sun-drenched guest room unpacking her scant luggage when Tony Seaton arrived home. Through a broderie anglaise curtain of wistaria, Phoebe watched him emerge from the Range Rover and head towards the house. She caught her breath.


        She’d expected him to look thin and drawn, like Gin. He’d always been a lean man, obsessed with competitive sport and keeping his cholesterol down. But straitened times had affected him like his daughter; his Oxford stripe belly was hanging over his pin-stripe legs and the jacket of his single-breasted suit clearly wouldn’t do up over his midriff. Most shocking of all was that, in the brief glimpse Phoebe had of his set face, his handsome, patrician features had completely disappeared in a red-veined expanse of flesh.


        Phoebe didn’t want to meet him again, intimidated by the gloom that seemed to be making the walls of the Seatons’ house close in like a black and white B-movie. So she fiddled around in her room, swapping the Pimms-stained polo neck for a faded purple T-shirt, washing her newly shorn three-inch urchin’s cap of hair and trying to make it look anything other than butch, and painting her toe nails crimson, which looked horribly tarty, before realising she hadn’t brought any polish remover.


        She needn’t have worried. When Gin called her for supper, Tony wasn’t in evidence.


        ‘He’s having a tray in his study tonight,’ she told Phoebe rather tetchily. ‘He’s positively buckling under paperwork. But he sends his apologies and says he’ll pop his head round the door later to say hello.’


        From Gin’s downcast face, Phoebe got the impression that he’d promised no such thing.


        ‘I hope cold salmon’s okay,’ she apologised. ‘Sheila’s been too busy to cook today. Try and get Saskia to come down and eat something, will you, darling?’


        But when Phoebe knocked on Saskia’s door, there was no answer. She tried the handle and it was locked.


        ‘Saskia, please come down and eat something,’ she pleaded. ‘We don’t have to talk or anything.’


        Phoebe didn’t catch the muffled response.


        ‘Sorry?’


        ‘I said, piss off!’ the voice hissed with venomous hostility. ‘Fucking leave me alone.’


        When she went to bed, Phoebe found a note shoved under her door. The huge, spiky writing was unmistakable.


 


Freddy. I can’t face anyone at the moment, least of all sad bitches like you. You never liked me, so why grub around looking for gossip now? Just piss off back to London and get a life.


 


        That night, while Phoebe snivelled like a self-pitying toddler, Saskia tried to kill herself. Had Phoebe not drunk so much wine with Gin at supper, she probably would have succeeded.
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Gin travelled to Casualty with Saskia in the ambulance. Because Tony wasn’t legally allowed to drive, Phoebe ferried him to St  Luke’s, Hexbury, in Gin’s Golf.


        Almost certain that she was still over the limit, panic and terror raging in her stomach, Phoebe’s reactions felt erratic and sluggish.


        It was the first time she’d spoken to Tony since arriving. Such a horrible reunion.


        ‘You found her?’ His fingers were drumming a military tattoo on the dashboard as they pelted along the deserted lanes, left far behind by the wailing ambulance.


        ‘Yes.’ Phoebe shuddered at the memory; stumbling tearfully towards the Seatons’ main bathroom instead of her little guest one because she’d thought, rather childishly, that she might catch Saskia on one of her midnight feast forays and confront her about the note.


        It had taken Phoebe several seconds, wavering in the door, to comprehend the scene. ‘So much blood,’ she kept hearing Lady Macbeth rattling histrionically in her head. ‘I never knew he had so much blood in him.’ And then she thought: How odd. Saskia was one of the messiest, untidiest people she knew, yet she’d cut her wrists in the bath. Totally uncharacteristic to be so thoughtful. ‘A little water clears us of this deed.’


        ‘Watch out!’ Tony bellowed as a deer shot out in front of them, crossing from nettle-choked verge to verge in a split-second, its eyes shining with terror as Phoebe swerved to miss it.


        She started to cry. Not huge racking sobs but a sort of frozen, shivering ache that allowed her to keep on driving as if on autopilot, the tears sliding down her cheeks, her nose running, lips quivering, knuckles white on the wheel.


        They soon reached the outskirts of Hexbury. Lots of empty roundabouts to negotiate, drenched in yellow neon light which dyed the serried ranks of flowers in their centres artificial shades of sludge brown.


        Tony barked the directions like a simulated voice in a car computer.


        ‘First left, second exit, get into the right-hand lane, last exit. Christ, do you want to kill us both? Stop here. We’ll swap.’


        Tony, huge and bull-necked, stormed out of the car and round to the driver’s door while Phoebe clambered over the gear stick.


        She knew that she should have offered quiet reassurance and support, but by the time they reached the hospital, she loathed Tony and his slab-like, grey face. He seemed furious that her screaming had woken him in the middle of the night and was treating his daughter’s horrific bloodshed as some sort of irritating teenage misdemeanour, like an early hours phone call from a party requesting a lift home. He wasn’t the courteous, laughing, handsome man Phoebe had once wished her own father to be; he was a monster, and, full of illogical indignation, Phoebe blamed him totally for Saskia’s state.


        


They were herded into a brightly lit waiting room, given frothy opaque coffee in plastic cups and told to wait. Gin was already there, sitting forlornly under a poster of a grinning teddy bear with a stethoscope. Tony immediately whipped out his cell-phone and rang a consultant friend to try and get Saskia transferred to a private ward as soon as she’d been treated. As he paced the room, waiting for the great man to get out of bed and answer the phone, he lit a fat, stinking cigar, his jelly-like chin ramming the phone into place as he struck a match.


        Phoebe glowered at him and put her arm around Gin’s shaking shoulders.


        ‘She didn’t come round,’ Gin was muttering, her face pale grey, the frilled cuffs of her nightie sticking out of a worn old jumper as she frantically fished in them for a handkerchief. ‘The paramedic kept going on about how much blood she’d lost, asking me over and over again what type she was, and I couldn’t remember – it’s all my fault. If she dies, it’ll be all my fault. I just couldn’t remember  . . .’


        She put her head into her hands and started to cry. Her nails were bitten almost to nothing, her fingers dry and calloused, the skin ingrained with soil from gardening.


        After half an hour a harassed nurse popped her head around the door to check the Seatons were okay.


        ‘How’s my daughter?’ Tony demanded, so forcefully that the girl flinched.


        ‘They’re seeing to her now,’ she announced in a quaking voice.


        ‘You mean they’ve only just got around to dealing with her?’ Tony’s voice almost seared the hessian paper from the walls. ‘What sort of fucking place is this? Get the consultant in here – I want to talk to him.’


        The nurse didn’t move.


        ‘Tell the man I want to see him. NOW!’


        She took a slow, deliberate breath. ‘She’s in with your daughter, sir. If you want more coffee, there’s a machine by reception. We’ll let you know as soon as there’s any news.’


        His hackles well and truly raised, Tony kicked up such a stink that he and Gin were ushered off to see Saskia within five minutes.


        After a while, for something to do, Phoebe went to get herself another coffee. Feeding twenty pence pieces into the whirring machine, she could hear a familiar voice barking into a mobile phone nearby: ‘No, it’s all right, Guy. Damn fool girl just scratched herself with a bit of glass. Looked far worse than it was – her friend panicked and sent us all into a bloody riot! Yup, bit of a hysterical sort. No, they’re keeping her in for ob. and she’ll be home tomorrow. Yeah, it is. Gin’s talking to them now. Damn fools want to get the social services in and some bloody shrink. Quite. Thanks for the help anyway. Love to Helen – sorry to bother you. See you at The George next week.’


        Phoebe left her coffee sitting behind the machine’s plastic flap and headed for the curtained cubicles. A brusque nurse pointed her towards Saskia’s.


        ‘She’s pretty heavily sedated, so don’t expect much of a gossip.’


        Saskia was so pale that her regulation white gown, stamped across the chest with St  Luke’s like some witty t-shirt slogan, made her skin seem almost blue. The hollows around her eyes were even darker and the whiteness of the room made her two-tone hair look even greasier.


        She looked absurdly like a tennis player – the thick bandages around her wrists resembling the sweat bands tossed into the crowds by serve-volleying heroes at Wimbledon. Although the nurses had washed away as much of the blood as possible, it still stained the skin of Saskia’s hands and splatters punctuated her sheets and pillow like homework marked by an angry teacher.


        Yet she was strangely beautiful. Her face, lying back on the pillows, appeared slimmer; the chubbiness sinking back from long, slanting cheekbones and heart-shaped jaw. Phoebe almost recognised her again. She had a vision of Sleeping Beauty, slumbering deeply and peacefully as she waited for her prince to wake her with a kiss. Only her prince had hightailed it with an ugly sister or something, so she was left with Phoebe.


        Then Sleeping Beauty ruined it all by groggily opening an eye and looking at her with unfocused eyes.


        ‘Mummy?’


        ‘No, it’s me. Freddy. How are you feeling?’ Phoebe took her hand.


        ‘Ouch!’ Saskia howled in pain as she whipped it away. ‘I feel fucking lousy, what do you think?’


        Phoebe bit her lip.


        ‘What are you doing here anyway?’ sighed Saskia irritably, turning her face away.


        ‘I found you.’


        ‘Great.’ The sarcasm in her voice was slurred by drugs but nonetheless stinging. ‘Didn’t you get my note? I wish you’d just piss off and leave me alone.’


        ‘Saskia  . . .’


        ‘I didn’t want you to come, you know,’ she went on, her voice rising shrilly. ‘It was Mummy’s idea. She always liked you more than me anyway. Fucking bitch! I just wanted to die – why didn’t you let me die?’


        She was crying now, her hands clasping at the pillows like a film heroine clutching the edge of a cliff as she slides inevitably towards her doom.


        ‘Saskia, please  –  ’ Phoebe put a hand on her neck. It was drenched in sweat.


        ‘Don’t touch me, you bitch!’ Saskia screamed, almost falling out of bed in her attempt to get away from Phoebe.


        A crisp swishing of curtains announced the arrival of the nurse.


        ‘I think perhaps you’d better leave,’ she ordered briskly. ‘Miss Seaton seems to find your presence upsetting.’


        Phoebe left close to tears, not understanding what she’d done to make Saskia detest her so much.


        


Saskia came home the next day. Bizarrely, it seemed to be something Gin and Tony dreaded. Until lunchtime on Saturday, they were more their old selves than Phoebe could have imagined. Gin even put on a bit of make-up and a stylish cream silk dress.


        ‘From better days,’ she announced airily. ‘Pointless really, when the dogs will probably scrabble it to shreds, but I felt I needed cheering up. And this dress has always made me feel rather Garboesque.’


        Tony scoffed cruelly at this, but his general good humour and generous dispensing of Gordon’s was a vast improvement on last night’s unsympathetic fury.


        That changed when Gin set off to fetch Saskia. Tony stomped off to his study, gloom rising like the tide-mark on a storm-whipped cliff. Phoebe begged Gin to drop her at the station on her way to the hospital.


        ‘Don’t talk nonsense, darling.’ She smiled rather tautly. ‘Saskia’s delighted you’re here. She really needs you at the moment. I do think it would be rather selfish to scuttle off at the first true test of your friendship. Come on, Freddy – you’re made of sterner stuff than that.’


        She left Phoebe mouthing like an astonished goldfish. At least she hadn’t asked her to go too, she thought bleakly.
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‘Sorry, darling, I’m going to have to blow you out tonight – Mitzi’s come back from New York early. Terribly short notice, I know. I really hate to screw up your numbers.’


        ‘Sure you do.’ Susie Middleton wedged the phone receiver under her chin and swung the metal strap of her watch around her narrow wrist so that she could read its face. ‘So can you recommend a dashing semi-detached man I can put next to Portia Hamilton at an hour’s notice?’


        ‘Nope.’


        Susie rolled her eyes and snapped open her Psion without much hope.


        


Centring the marble ashtray on his Milan-designed coffee table, Piers Fox stood back and examined the effect, a neatly manicured finger pressed to his lips, entranced to see it without the addition of Topaz’s massed cigarette butts. After a few seconds, he crouched forwards and rotated it forty-five degrees so that it created a geometrical contrast to the square, granite-topped table. He then flipped the matchbooks upright and into a fan so that they revealed their exclusivity – Bibendum, Quaglino’s, Daphne’s and The Ivy.


        Momentarily satisfied, he sank back on to his white hessian sofa, hooked one silk-socked ankle across the other knee and shook out the pink section of yesterday’s Evening Standard.


        When his American wife was away, Piers delighted in his own pedantry and perfectionism – luxuries Topaz took equal delight in undermining when in situ.


        Although the finished result was stunning and much-envied, Piers occasionally wished his lusting, resentful friends could see the by-products created to get Topaz Fox on the road. Catering packs of cotton wool, tissues and baby buds would be left swimming and swelling in the steamy, flooded bathroom along with towels treading water and blonde hairs wrapped around the soap, toothpaste, shampoo bottle and lavatory seat. Clothes were left furled and crumpled like a slain couture army on the floors of both dressing room and bedroom; padded hangers lay in a tangled mass by the bed; shoes – seldom in pairs – footprinted their way from room to room. And an asphyxiating cloud of Panthère would linger at ankle level, like the rising vapour of a swamp. Topaz called it ‘layering’ her scent. As far as Piers could tell, this required a layer of the stuff to be in continual, miasmic view while she got ready to go out.


        Yet there was something erotic and eerie in her ability to re-invent herself from scrawny, ribby schoolgirl into shimmering, slithering Lorelei with the application of cosmetics that cost triple figures per ounce and had to be Fed-Expressed from Macy’s. And Piers found it doubly exciting when, at the end of the night, the sex siren wiped herself away with yet more elixir-soaked cotton wool and the schoolgirl climbed into his bed.


        The phone rang but Piers didn’t look up from the Standard, letting the machine pick it up instead. Disappointment that it wasn’t Topaz tightened his pulse-points like manacles. He half listened to one of the minor celebrities on his books rant tearfully that all Piers had set up for him recently was a vox pop soap powder commercial and a slot on The Big Breakfast’s Handy Tips. Thankfully, the machine cut him off after thirty seconds.


        Piers glanced up at the wooden ceiling, staring at a spot-light for so long his eyes started to water. Topaz had been away three days and had not called him once. Hardly surprising, he reflected. Their last conversation – if it was possible to call a twenty-minute monologue broken by the occasional ‘But, Topaz  . . .’ such a thing – had left his ears ringing like an unanswered phone. Topaz, when angry, had a disconcerting ability to paint the air blue, her nails pink and the town red simultaneously.


        ‘I wanna baby, Foxy,’ she had announced rather suddenly and horrifically on the morning of her departure to do a French Elle editorial shoot in New Orleans.


        ‘What, my darling?’ Piers had bided his time as he shaved, but found spots of blood appearing through his light beard of foam like first shots in the October Massacre.


        ‘A little baby. Everyone’s having them now,’ Topaz explained as if she were discussing a skirt length or haircut.


        ‘Really?’ Piers tried not to catch her eye in the mirror.


        She’d just climbed out of the shower and deliberately allowed the dark red towel to slip from beneath her elbows. Her slender, waifish body, oiled with wet droplets, slithered around the bathroom as she collected chemicals for phase two of her morning ablutions. White-blonde hair lay like a thick rope of wet satin down her back-bone, dropping between the pronounced shoulder blades so that the end, neatly banged like a horse’s tail, dripped water on to the small of her back.


        ‘I’ve thought all about it, honey,’ Topaz went on dreamily, stretching her hands behind her neck and rolling her head. ‘I wanna little girl called Velvet. It won’t stop my career – Yasmin le Bon still models and she’s always whipping out Pampers.’


        ‘What about all the travelling you do, darling?’ Piers pointed out smoothly, although one hand clutched the chrome Conran washbasin with knuckles as white as his flashing teeth.


        ‘Hell, Foxy, once I get some really decent acting work, I won’t have to worry so much,’ Topaz said dismissively, squatting down to attack a manicured toe nail with scissors. ‘I’ll structure my movie schedule around Velvet, like Demi Moore or Phoebe Cates. And you can look after her, too, honey. After all, you work so much from home. Wouldn’t it be just great? You didn’t get the chance for real early paternal bonding with your other kids.’


        Cleaning his razor blade in frothy water and chewing his bottom lip to pull flat his chin, Piers rolled his eyes in despair, then, noticing Topaz watching him, hastily pretended that he had an eyelash in one.


        Earlier that year, he’d finally given in to her goading and secured Topaz a couple of screen tests for small, deferred payment continental films. Both directors had phoned him afterwards and asked if it was his idea of a joke, to which Piers had steelily pointed out that he didn’t have a sense of humour as it wasted time. Unable to tell Topaz, he had been forced to pretend that both projects had folded.


        Piers’s real fear, however, lay on the fourth floor of Harrods, a shop called the White House and in the windows of Mothercare. Babies frightened him more than spiders, heights and dirt. The idea of producing more children brought large beads of nervous sweat bubbling to the surface of his forehead and made his heart pump so fast that the spots of blood in his shaving foam started to join together. He already forked out crippling maintenance on his three children from two previous marriages, and had fought an expensive paternity suit on a fourth from a long-term girlfriend in the States. The wondrous, exciting glow of becoming a father had lasted only until the first sleepless night with Piers’s first-born and hadn’t re-emerged since, despite the birth tanks, nannies, Mozart quartets and video cameras subsequent births had in attendance to entice him. At forty-three and in possession of a higher cholesterol level than a battery hen-house, he guessed that repeating the nappy-filling, teething and potty-training process stood every chance of being life-threatening.


        ‘Velvet will be my best friend,’ Topaz announced blissfully, reasserting a long-standing fear Piers had that all women metamorphose into trainee mothers-in-law during their first labour. ‘We’ll wear the same clothes. Do you think Yves would design her a little dress, Foxy? Wouldn’t that be a scream?’ She started massaging her scalp with essential oil and lavender water, her huge amber eyes tipped up serenely like a praying first year in a convent school.


        Topaz was just twenty and, Piers felt, far too young to be getting broody. He assumed that her maternal fervour was part of the latest craze echoing through the modelling world.


        ‘Paula Yates has just brought out a great new post-natal exercise video,’ she carried on, ignoring his stricken face. ‘And Mommy really wants us to start a family.’


        Realising the Shelzners were in on the baby pitch, Piers nearly passed out. The thought of the combined force of Topaz’s twenty-stone mother, and undoubtedly Pa Shelzner as well, making him have a sperm count, take out an account with Hamley’s, register with pre-Montessori and take Topaz’s temperature daily, gave him the same instant shrinking sensation in his underpants as the prospect of a communal shower with the West Indian cricket team. What she told him next turned the shower freezing cold and gave the Old Trafford audience, including both his ex-wives and their new partners, a full frontal view.


        ‘You what?’


        ‘I haven’t been using contraception for two months, honey.’ Topaz vigorously rubbed green gel into her forehead, afterwards breaking a small pink capsule and dabbing its oily contents around her eyes. ‘I wanted it to be a surprise.’


        ‘You mean you’re already pregnant?’


        ‘Who knows?’ she chirruped, her gold eyes sparkling with excitement. Then she pushed out her plump bottom lip and cocked her head winningly. ‘You do want us to have a little baby, don’t you, Foxy?’


        Piers took a deep breath and told her that no, he wasn’t sure if he did. Not this year, anyway. Not, he thought privately, until he’d found a bloody good vasectomy clinic.


        That was when the storm broke. Topaz spun around the flat like a clothes-collecting tempest as she threw boxes of cosmetics, laundry-serviced shirts and endless Calvin Klein undies into her leather suit-carrier. All the time her beautiful, hornet-stung mouth yakked, whinged and spluttered expletives, wails, shrieks, whines, sobs and threats like a spoilt child told for the twentieth time that she can’t have eight ponies and Luke Perry for Christmas.


        It was an enormous relief when Piers had spotted her furtively shoving a week’s supply of Tampax beneath a pile of tissue-wrapped Joseph leggings. She’d left with reddened eyes and no kiss, kicking over his favourite rare six-foot cactus before she slammed the door.


        Now the sexual anticipation that usually dug into his loins like Deep Heat on a groin injury when she was away working was strangely absent. He’d hoped to feel immensely relieved at having the flat to himself for once, without a working dinner or celebrity networking bash to attend. But instead he was feeling bored and restless.


        He put on a Billie Holiday CD which he knew Topaz would have hated (Puccini and INXS were the only vogue sounds on the circuit at the moment), and wandered over to the huge floor-to-ceiling window that stretched the entire length of the flat, broken only by narrow metal uprights and the nautical running rail at waist height.


        In front of him, London stretched out into a heat haze, metalwork and windows glimmering in the evening sun like the tacky gilt embossing on the cheap postcards sold from kiosks opposite Buckingham Palace. The lengthening square shadow of his building bobbed on the surface of the Thames, breaking the shifting cross-hatches of sunlight. Taller than those on either side, it stretched like a bullish boxer’s head beyond broad, square shoulders of neighbouring blocks. To the left, the shadow cast by the first pointed roof of Tower Bridge stretched almost as far as the base of the second tower, and tourists in an open-topped bus were craning out to gape down at a boat full of tourists gaping back up at them from the river below.


        Piers had bought the Shad Thames warehouse conversion after his second marriage fell apart in the mid eighties, but before realising how much money the divorce settlement would pare off his bank statements. During the following years, he had watched its value escalate with far more pleasure than his children’s growth brought him. And he still loved it now, despite the fact that his would-be Canary Wharf had become a great, yellow albatross around his neck. It was inconvenient as he no longer worked in the City floating films on to the markets to secure backing, but within the entertainment industry itself, working from a tiny office off Wardour Street. Yet, as he stared across the Square Mile, he knew he was happier with its jabbing geometrics than the curving, elegant terraces and leafy squares of the glitterati’s favourite postcodes.


        Even though it was a Friday night, Piers sank down at the wicket-length blackwood dining table and snapped open his portable Macintosh before firing it up. He could feel the familiar tightening of his neck tendons, as if they were being cranked in on a pulley, and a nervous spurt of adrenaline shot like neat caffeine into his bloodstream. He knew he needed a very big deal very quickly or his company’s udders would be pointing at the clouds. He was currently living off the crumbs of publicising soap stars and politicians’ mistresses, much as he had been since setting the company up three years earlier. He’d signed up some terrific talent during that time, but either they were too unknown to be risked across the Atlantic, bringing in bread and butter from BBC dramas and continental mini-series, or they were poached from him by bigger, established, usually American, agencies the moment Piers kick-started their careers; Hollywood, having grown bored with rebellious tattooed New Yorkers, was currently lusting after Merchant Ivory types, brattish British blue-bloods with pretty faces.


        Topaz’s income was currently paying the mortgage and, if she really persisted in the acting-and-having-babies phase, their only means of survival would be for Piers to clinch a really huge deal with one of his naive unknowns whom he could screw an enormous cut from.


        The first file he accessed brought a smile to his face for the first time in several days. It was Felix Sylvian’s.


        


Piers heard his phone ringing twice before the machine picked it up, but didn’t bother to cross the room. All his business associates knew that he worked by returning calls when he had time, or that – if it was urgent – they could catch him on his mobile.


        The phone rang again and was picked up by the machine. Within seconds the pattern repeated and went on for over a minute. Someone was simply pressing their redial button.


        Unable to concentrate on the screen in front of him, Piers cursed and crossed the room. It must be Topaz – probably keen to continue the baby argument. He’d have to pretend he was going out. Gazing back at the computer screen as he picked up the phone, he almost wished he was.


        ‘Yes?’ he snapped.


        ‘Piers?’


        ‘Yes?’


        ‘It’s Susie Middleton.’


        ‘Who?’


        ‘Elect Models.’


        ‘Oh, yes. Yes, of course.’ Piers hooked his fingers under the phone and carried it back to his computer. ‘Is this urgent?’


        ‘Yes – am I catching you at a bad time?’ Susie’s voice was deep and merry, the sort that made business contacts lean into their phones.


        Piers looked out across shimmering London and wondered when wasn’t a bad time. Billie Holiday had sung her compact disc swansong and the flat suddenly felt clinical and empty without Topaz slithering into a sofa and lighting a cigarette. One of the reasons he adored their combative relationship so much, her constantly trying to distract him from his work and make him notice her, was because they invariably ended up in bed. And these days, sex revitalised Piers’s flagging enthusiasm for his work far more than a coffee break.


        ‘Look, I know this is seriously short notice, but are you free tonight?’


        Piers turned ‘no’ into an inaudible grunt and thought about it. It would make a welcome change to be bought dinner for once, instead of yanking out the corporate Amex after signing a deal on a napkin which would fall through the following day.


        ‘Why?’


        ‘Because I want you to flirt with someone.’


        Now that was even more welcome.


 


Portia Hamilton noticed him immediately and prayed that he was there for her.


        Arriving later than she’d planned because she always forgot how far away from the Fulham Road Totteridge was, she entered Susie’s sumptuous yellow-stripe drawing room just as the six or so couples were chasing the ice around their second gin and tonics and talking loudly enough to disguise the sound of rumbling stomachs. Standing to one side of the huge open fireplace, looking both aloof and gloriously indifferent to the twittering, glittering small-talk, was a devastatingly attractive man.


        Giving her a hug and a huge drink, Susie swept Portia into a group of gushing PR types, but Portia remained curiously aware of his presence, one corner of her eye scanning his outline like a grazing impala aware of a leopard stretched out on a distant rock. Tall, angular and impeccably dressed in a dark suit and waistcoat, he had a lustrous mane the colour of rain-soaked October bracken and a glorious beaky nose. His eyes – huge, dark and focused – watched the face of the man he was talking to as if he were a method actor absorbing research. His companion was classic media: redframed spectacles, bright blue jacket and tie loud enough to be seen by satellite. The red-haired man reminded Portia of a champion red setter at Crufts – arrogant, groomed, admired and very aware of it – standing next to the bow-decked toy dog in reserve.


        Just as Portia was describing what she did for the fifth time to an eager Chanel-wearing fashion columnist, the introduction came.


        ‘Portia, I don’t think you’ve met Piers Fox, have you?’ Susie raked back her bobbed blonde curls and put one hand on Piers’s shoulder, her gold bangles jangling. He stiffened almost imperceptibly. ‘Piers, this is a gorgeous chum of mine, Portia Hamilton. She thinks up features and interviews for Élan, so be very nice to her. Piers is a startlingly clever agent, Portia – he represents everyone from movie stars to industry chiefs, making sure they’re either always in the papers or never in them, depending who his client is.’


        Creasing her eyes at them both, Susie backed away to check on the situation in the kitchen.


        ‘So you’re a publicist?’ Portia asked, watching his eyes. They were utterly mesmerising: dark, bottle green and as cold as verdigris marble.


        ‘Of sorts.’ He looked over her shoulder and squinted against her cigarette smoke. ‘I represent mostly actors, for work as well as just publicity.’


        ‘So do you spend lots of evenings scouting for talent at theatres?’


        ‘No.’ Piers glanced at her as quickly as he would flick his gaze over a hopeful’s ten-by-eight that came with the morning post. He noticed that her blonde hair, wound into a tight chignon which pulled at her cheeks like a new facelift, had been streaked almost white at the front to look sun-bleached.


        ‘Theatrical work doesn’t interest me,’ he explained, wincing at the fussy striped walls, ‘although I do have some contact. I work almost totally within television and film. My business is three-quarters PR, the rest agency.’


        ‘Isn’t that unusual?’ Portia noticed a slight mid-Atlantic twang lightening the drone of his deep, dry voice.


        ‘In this country, unique.’ Piers gazed out of the window, across to Totteridge Green where couples walking dogs and toddlers were clutching bags of breadcrumbs as they headed towards the little pond in the last, slanting rays of sunlight.


        ‘Is it an idea you picked up from the States?’


        ‘No, I thought it up myself.’ Piers glanced at her with mild irritation.


        ‘Fox is a wonderfully apt surname.’ Portia, torn between annoyance and fascination, felt she was coaxing blood out of a stony silence.


        ‘Yes?’ Piers raised a red eyebrow without interest. This line of conversation was guaranteed to make him crabby.


        Portia laughed edgily. ‘With that glorious titian hair, you’re just born to persuade people. Are you sly, Piers Fox?’


        ‘No.’ He downed his mineral water and then looked across to the door, where Susie was hanging half-in and half-out, having a gossip with one of her guests.


        Christened plain Peter Fowler, Piers loathed the thought of anyone finding out that he’d changed his name by deed poll while at university. In the early seventies – a time when children were being named Amber, Sorrel, Jet and Jade – Fox had seemed rather a witty and striking second name. Now Piers deeply regretted it.


        ‘Oh.’ Portia’s huge grey eyes dropped from scrutinising his hooded gaze and she ran a manicured nail around the rim of her glass.


        Oh God, I’m supposed to be chatting her up, Piers thought miserably. He wished he hadn’t come out now. The moment he’d walked through Susie Middleton’s door, she’d lynched him with a business enquiry about Felix Sylvian. Felix was still under contract to one of Susie’s clients, a German design house, for whom he was facing a cologne ad campaign. Not that he really counted as a professional model: he worked so seldom and for such high fees. A spoilt, infuriating dilettante like his father, he relied on his charm, looks, money and boundless enthusiasm to propel him through every heavily guarded door to the bouncy castle of privilege, jumping happily over far more worthy hopefuls’ feet, which had been wedged in there for years. The tabloid press seemed to love him; the big ad agencies, the top photographers, high-flying marketing directors and the best magazine editors still lusted after him. Now the Germans wanted to shoot their Christmas commercial and Felix was stalling because Piers had said he’d got work lined up for him. He hadn’t. Piers had been deliberately evasive to Susie, but felt jittery.


        Turning back, he studied Portia Hamilton without interest. She was in her late-twenties, he guessed – although she had the nervous, quivering manners of a schoolgirl desperately out of her depth in her first pub. She was exceptionally slim – her shoulders had shadowy hollows and creamy peaks of bone – and her strappy green silk dress barely seemed to touch her flesh as it dropped in a lightly tailored curve the length of her body. Her gamine face was dominated by huge expressive eyes with long, sooty lashes that curled like gift-wrap ribbon. She had a refined, slightly Roman nose and the broad, intelligent sort of mouth that Piers always associated with French New Wave film heroines who spent a lot of time arguing voraciously in black and white, lounging beneath a crumpled sheet in bed and inserting endless unfiltered Disque Bleu between white teeth.


        Although undoubtedly attractive, she was not Piers’s type – too bright, nervy and fragile, clearly in need of bolstering flattery and charm, neither of which he was adept at.


        ‘Known Susie long?’ he asked gruffly, wondering how long it would be until he could politely refuse coffee and shoot home on the pretence of phoning Australia.


        Portia looked up at him, her eyes blinking thoughtfully. It suddenly occurred to Piers that she hadn’t, as he’d assumed, been gazing at the ground in chastened, shy embarrassment at his abruptness. She looked as though her thoughts had been leagues away, dwelling on some deep distraction.


        ‘Years,’ Portia admitted, then dropped her voice. ‘Although it seems to shorten these days with each telling, depending on how much Susie and I are knocking off our ages.’


        Piers almost smiled.


        ‘My sister Zoe and she were in the same year at school together,’ Portia went on. ‘Susie used to roll up in the holidays wearing cheesecloth caftans and twelve-inch platforms. My father caught us all smoking a spliff in the potting shed once and somehow – God alone knows exactly, because he was really hopping – she persuaded him to share it with her. He couldn’t talk for two days. Claimed it was laryngitis. She’s marvellous.’


        Piers flashed a stiff smile. Schoolgirl pranks in the potting shed were about as far detached from his childhood as Brideshead Revisited from an Emile Zola novel.


        Realising his discomfort, Portia quickly turned the conversation to the more inane topic of an impending royal wedding. But Piers merely glazed over even more – his interest in royalty being restricted to helping the odd author publicise an unauthorised biography.


        ‘Élan’s a society magazine, isn’t it?’ he butted in, deliberately sounding as though he’d barely heard of it before tonight.


        ‘I suppose you could say that,’ Portia replied carefully, guessing his back was coming up faster than a mule with a new saddle.


        ‘Lots of pictures of aristos’ weddings and features on Dai Llewellyn’s latest pranks.’ Piers raised a withering rusty eyebrow. ‘Does it sell any copies other than to Kensington dentists for their waiting rooms?’


        ‘None.’ Portia’s lips curled into a tight smile, ‘That’s why it’s published quarterly, so there’s a new issue out for every check-up.’


        As soon as another media couple drifted up to swap gossip, she escaped to the kitchen to roll her eyes at Susie.


        ‘So?’ Susie looked up from whisking olive oil and balsamic vinegar, her face flushed with effort. She blew blonde curls from her nose.


        Portia nicked a roasted cherry tomato from the salad and groaned. ‘I thought you said he was Croesus, Hyperion and Dennis Quaid all rolled into one? He strikes me as more like Neil Kinnock in a toupee.’


        Susie giggled. ‘I’m afraid the Greek god cocktail, Dan, had to back out at the last minute. Piers is his replacement.’


        ‘Don’t tell me he’s gay!’ Portia howled, waggling a cauliflower floret.


        ‘No.’ Susie poured the dressing over the salad, then cursed. ‘Shit! I wasn’t supposed to do that till the last minute – now it’ll go soggy.’ She sucked her finger and looked back at Portia. ‘But I’m afraid he’s married. Then again,’ she grinned wickedly, ‘so was Dan.’


        Portia groaned. ‘You’ve decided I’m so desperate, I’m destined to be a significant other woman, haven’t you?’


        Susie shrugged. ‘All the loveliest men are married – it’s a fact.’


        ‘Yours is,’ Portia lit a cigarette. ‘Ernest the Enigma.’


        ‘He’s not called Ernest,’ Susie sighed, accustomed after so many years of prying from Portia to protect the man she refused to name. ‘Look, you know I don’t condone pursuing married men per se. It’s just that  –  ’


        ‘So he’s called Percy?’ Portia grinned between nervous puffs. ‘And you just want some other lonely divorcée to share Christmases and weekends with?’


        Susie narrowed her eyes for a split second then laughed. ‘Actually I’m seeing him this weekend. We’ve got a Sunday morning assignation.’


        ‘Gosh, how sordidly exciting. Do tell more.’


        But Susie’s eyes dropped to her soggy salad with her usual secrecy and she hastily changed the subject. ‘Do you really hate Piers that much?’


        ‘He looks divine,’ Portia admitted, ‘but so icy cool he could go undercover as a halibut on ice in Billingsgate market.’


        ‘Chat him up.’ Susie removed Portia’s cigarette and threw it into the waste disposal.


        ‘What!’


        ‘Seduce him over dinner, I dare you. Dinner at Quag’s if you succeed.’


        ‘I have no desire to be humiliated, thanks.’


        ‘You won’t, and you’d be doing me a massive favour.’ Susie flashed her wickedest grin. ‘I’d love to have a bit on the side in reserve when it comes to Mr  Wily Fox. He’s proving a pain in the neck to persuade to relinquish Fe— one of my biggest earners.’


        ‘Fuck off! I’m not some strumpet pulled out for a bit of Cold Fish War blackmailing,’ Portia hissed.


        ‘And besides,’ Susie carried on, ignoring her, ‘you fancy him like mad. It’s written all over you – like a Moschino dress.’


        


As ever, Susie had invited too many people to fit comfortably in her cosy elm-panelled dining room. But no one seemed to mind as they sidled laughing around the six-inch gap between the table and the wall, knocking picture frames into jaunty angles and prising themselves into seats like contortionists folding their bodies into wine casks. Chairs had been brought in from other rooms to pack fourteen people around the long Victorian mahogany table which was almost buckling under its weight of colourful Heal’s tableware and fat, flickering candles in wrought iron holders.


        Piers was crammed into a squat leather-backed side chair which left him feeling like a dwarf between the Chanel-decked columnist and Portia Hamilton, who were sitting on normal-height dining chairs. Space was so tight that their arms continually interlocked like Scottish dancers as they reached for glasses of wine or pieces of bread. At the opposite end of the table, the blue-jacketed media man reached for a candle to light his fag and knocked over a glass of wine to shrieks of laughter.


        ‘By the time we’ve eaten all your delicious grub, Suse, we’ll be wedged in for a fortnight,’ he hooted.


        Piers bristled, immensely uncomfortable. He loathed people who smoked between courses, and there was absolutely no sign of any mineral water on the table, just enough bottles of Chablis to float a full oil tanker.


        ‘You’ve got breadcrumbs on your chin,’ Portia whispered into his ear, her eyes still facing front like a guardsman chatting on duty.


        ‘Thanks.’ Piers wiped them away angrily with his napkin.


        ‘Are you all right? You seem terribly tense,’ she said in a low voice, putting her thin elbow on the table and resting finger and thumb against her forehead as she turned to face him. The gesture pulled one pale eyebrow up into an almost caricatured look of enquiry.


        Piers stared at her, amazed by her impudence. She had disturbingly clever eyes, he noticed, that could look haunted one moment and mirthful the next.


        ‘I could have asked you the same thing earlier,’ he said huffily. ‘You were firing questions at me like Walden.’


        Portia laughed and fingered her wine glass. ‘First knight nerves,’ she muttered, smiling to herself. ‘I always get them.’


        ‘What?’


        ‘I was nervous because I find you extremely attractive,’ she said honestly, her huge grey eyes not flickering from his, ‘and I was trying to figure out whether your complete disinterest was hiding the fact you felt the same way about me, or just because you think I’m a neurotic spare thirtysomething?’


        Piers didn’t flinch, his face completely shuttered, like a Manchester corner shop. ‘And have you made up your mind?’


        ‘I’m about to,’ she murmured, looking up and smiling as Susie brought in the first course to flattering whoops.


        Some time between the wild watercress soup and steamed turbot, Portia Hamilton slipped her hand between the thighs of the man on her left. It wasn’t in itself an original advance; restaurants and dining rooms throughout London are filled with people eating with their right hands and determinedly not looking at the person to their left. But Portia’s fingers were so practised and so delicate, they could have been reading Anais Nin in Braille as they traced their way up Piers’ inner thigh. As her nail bumped up the teeth of his fly zip and then drew it down by the metal tongue, she popped a nugget of bread into her mouth with her right hand and talked to the PR girl opposite about the difficulty of fitting an Aga into a first-floor flat.


        Piers made no acknowledgement of the action at all, but by the time the red fruit salad was completing a second circuit, he was picking at his food like a vegetarian at a pig-roast. He didn’t refuse coffee and bolt home to phone the Southern Hemisphere. Instead he drew the heat of the froth through his front teeth, looked at the woman on his right and shivered. The last time he’d been picked up was when his mother waited at the school gates; he had never, in twenty-seven years’ active sex life, been seduced by a stranger. The feeling of helplessness and squirming excitement was not altogether pleasant but it was utterly intoxicating, like the first downward plunge of a ferris wheel.


        Smiling at him, Portia asked if he had a busy week ahead. Piers watched her red tongue moving between curling pink lips and cool white rows of teeth, and wanted to taste them all.


        ‘Very busy,’ he replied gruffly.


        Turning away, Portia removed her hand from his crotch and selected a cherry from the untouched, uncollected bowl in front of her. She sucked its tip thoughtfully, nodding sympathetically as the man to her right whinged about taxi drivers who thought taking a fare to Richmond was as troublesome as ferrying someone to John O’Groats via Lizard Point. Starting to tell him a story about getting a cab to Heathrow on a Bank Holiday, she nibbled the end off the cherry between sentences.


        As Piers fought to regain his composure and fumbled to do up his zip unnoticed, the Chanel-wearing columnist to his left tapped him on the arm and asked him what he thought of the future of the British film industry. Whipping his hand back on to the table, Piers took a breath to answer and then suddenly gulped a second one, filling his lungs to near-explosion point.


        The moist, bitten end of cherry had just been inserted through the still-open flies of his trousers and his underpants and was being rolled very slowly around the tip of his penis.


        Piers swallowed and gazed at the two rather bloodshot eyes looking enquiringly at him.


        ‘Do you think deferred payment films are the answer?’ the woman asked helpfully as the cherry slid down the thick, taut vein at the back of his cock.


        ‘No,’ Piers finally answered with a loud gasp, as enough compressed air to keep a diver underwater for a day burst out of his lungs.


        Getting to the part of the story where she and her fellow passenger had jumped out of the taxi on the M4 hard shoulder, Portia deftly removed the cherry and popped it in her mouth.


        ‘Piers . . .’ she said in a throaty whisper, her eyes again performing their guardsman out-front routine.


        ‘Yes?’ he croaked, praying she hadn’t brought her car with her and needed a lift home.


        ‘I hope you don’t mind my saying,’ interrupted the columnist in a far louder whisper, which caused the chattering table to hush very slightly, like the muting effect of the fire curtain going up in a theatre, ‘but your flies are undone. Thought you’d like to know.’ Hiccuping slightly, she lurched off to the loo, knocking three paintings off the wall and upturning her coffee cup with her quilted handbag as she went.


        Puce in the face, Piers fought to pull the zip over his erect crotch and scraped in his chair so that his stomach was flat against the table.


        Biting back amusement, Portia caught Susie’s eye. Four blonde eyebrows shot up as they exchanged a momentary look only very old friends would be able to decipher.


        ‘Have you brought a car?’ Piers asked Portia, picking up on the guardsman trick as his dark green eyes scrutinised a guttering candle in the centre of the table.


        ‘No,’ she whispered, shooting his pulse into triple figures. She selected another cherry and popped it into her mouth. ‘I’m being collected at midnight. I’m catching the first flight to Milan.’


        ‘On a Saturday?’ Piers’ voice was hoarse with disappointment.


        ‘I’m going to lunch.’ Portia smiled, delighted with her lie. She was planning to spend tomorrow in the flat, not eating, doing sit-ups, applying fake tan and shaving every inch of her body except a three-by-three-by-two triangle. Then she would phone Susie and get her to tell her absolutely everything she knew about Piers Fox and – if she was feeling brave enough – his wife.


        As hefty brandies started prompting rowdy anecdotes from Susie’s guests like a post-prandial truth drug, Piers drew a silver ball-point pen from his jacket and wrote three numbers on one of Susie’s exquisite linen napkins. One was his office, one was his home and the third was his mobile. Each was accompanied by a range of times and days neatly contained within swirly brackets.


        Portia took the napkin, dabbed her French New Wave heroine’s lips and dropped it on to her lap with a happy smile. The temptation to wink at Susie was almost too much to bear. Instead she picked up a chocolate mint and nibbled it as she turned to the man on her right for a chummy chat about the forthcoming royal wedding.


        At midnight, Susie’s guests still hadn’t moved away from the table. Fingering empty coffee cups and replenished brandy glasses, they chattered and cackled, arranging lunches they would have to cancel the moment they consulted their diaries. They picked wax off the encrusted candlesticks, roaring with laughter and shrieking with delight as they gossiped loudly, squeezing one another’s knees, arms and occasionally cheeks to emphasise points. Ties, belts and tongues had been loosened, more wine had been fetched and it was clearly set to be a long night, as Susie’s parties always were.


        A loud buzz in the hall signalled that someone was outside the drive gates.


        ‘Susie, darling, I must go – that’ll be my cab,’ Portia stood up to leave, kissing the man on her right before popping another dark chocolate in her mouth and stretching across to kiss Susie on both cheeks.


        Turning to Piers, she held out her hand.


        Piers shook it, gazing into her intelligent grey eyes and longing more than anything to follow her out and kiss her to near-suffocation, to press her narrow frame up against Susie’s white walls with the entire length of his body and beg for her to come home with him. But he was far too proud, and far too frightened.


        ‘It was lovely to meet you, Piers,’ she murmured, stooping down and planting a cool kiss on his mouth.


        At first, Piers thought she’d slipped her tongue between his lips and almost passed out with shivering excitement. But, as Portia straightened up and slid past him, he tasted mint and found his tongue wrapped around one of Susie’s soft, melting after-dinner chocolates.
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Sunday morning brought a storm crackling towards the Seatons’ house from the east. As thunder hammered around the valley, Phoebe stayed in bed as long as possible, her duvet pulled up to her ears. Bad dreams riddled her half-conscious mind, obscured and distorted, like the view from the Gods.


        By the time she made it downstairs, Gin was back from church and shovelling dry dog food into five huge ceramic bowls in the kitchen, watched by ten eager brown eyes above five drooling mouths.


        ‘Saskia up yet?’ she asked.


        ‘I don’t know,’ Phoebe confessed.


        ‘Oh, be a duck and check for me, would you?’ Gin kicked the terrier away. ‘Piss off, Tebbit, you’re on a diet, little man. See if she wants to be included in lunch, would you? Tell her it’s Beef Alexander. And Portia’s coming down for the evening so that should be fun.’ Something in her tone indicated nerves frayed to a laddered mesh.


        Reluctantly, Phoebe trailed back upstairs. She approached Saskia’s door fully expecting it to be bolted and electrified. Instead, as she knocked and tried the handle, it swung open. The smell of cigarette smoke, rancid food and unwashed skin was worse than ever, but this time the curtains were partly drawn, letting in shafts of dusty grey light. The room looked even more of a tip when illuminated, every surface littered with debris, dust, stains and ash like Miss Havisham’s wedding table. But Saskia wasn’t in there.


        In a panic, Phoebe sprinted to the bathroom. She wasn’t there either.


        ‘Christ!’ She rubbed her short hair in anguish as she wandered back out on to the landing, debating whether to raise the alarm, or whether Tony Seaton would say she was over-reacting and tell her to get a grip.


        ‘I’m in here.’


        Phoebe swung around to her right and noticed Saskia sitting on the bed in her own little guest room. She was wearing a pair of faded leggings, burst on the inside seams, and a long, shapeless black jumper, its sleeves pulled down over the bandages on her wrists. Her greasy hair was scraped back from her face with a rubber band from which rats’ tails were already escaping. Yet the ghost of beauty still haunted her face. Her eyes, as wide and blue and liquid as distant lakes in an Austrian mountainscape, raked Phoebe’s face.


        Almost hollow with relief and compassion, she rushed forward, but Saskia held out her arm like a furious Milan traffic cop.


        ‘Don’t!’ she howled, then lowered her voice an octave. ‘Don’t start crawling all over me with huggy, insincere questions and sympathy. I can’t cope with it.’


        ‘Okay.’ Phoebe wavered in the doorway and asked quietly, ‘What would you like me to do?’


        ‘Sit over there.’ Saskia jerked her head towards a narrow sofa under the window.


        Feeling anger tugging at the tendons in her neck, Phoebe did as she was told.


        ‘Your mother wants to  –  ’


        ‘I don’t give a shit what the old bag wants,’ Saskia snapped, pulling a cigarette out of the packet so violently it snapped. She tossed it irritably across the room so that it landed in one of Phoebe’s discarded boots, and lit another. ‘I want to talk to you.’


        Not trusting herself to reply, she raised an eyebrow enquiringly.


        ‘You know I didn’t want you to come, don’t you?’ Saskia picked up Phoebe’s sponge bag and nosed inside.


        ‘You’ve made that pretty clear, yes,’ she answered carefully.


        ‘God knows why you bothered – I mean, I tried to stop you.’ Saskia examined a tube of Rembrandt toothpaste moodily. ‘And it’s not as if we were ever really friends, as such.’


        ‘No.’ Phoebe thought about their recent letters, the scandalous confidences, gossip and glorious chatty descriptions, and bit her lip. Then she remembered back to their schooldays and to Saskia’s spiteful, bullying hatred. The recollection made her shudder, suddenly feeling vulnerable and picked-upon again.


        ‘Well, I’ve changed my mind.’ Saskia drew out a Guerlain eye-liner and tested it on her arm, the cigarette dangling between her sulky lips. ‘I’m glad you’re here now.’


        ‘Thank you.’ Phoebe’s sarcasm scorched across the carpet like a line of ignited gunpowder.


        ‘Yes.’ Saskia ignored it. ‘I’ve decided you could be useful. I want to employ you.’


        ‘You what?’ Phoebe almost fell off the sofa in appalled amazement.


        ‘I want you to do a job for me.’ Saskia’s voice was starting to waver, but she took a deep, shuddering breath and carried on. ‘I’ve got money, you know. I can pay you. I realise Daddy must look washed up – I mean with the business floundering and this place for sale and everything. But I still have a private income.’


        ‘The house is for sale?’ Phoebe repeated in a whisper, not because she didn’t believe it, but because it was taking several seconds to sink in.


        ‘Of course, you’ve been away – you wouldn’t know about the Seatons’ steady decline.’ Saskia stood up cumbersomely and shuffled over to a wastepaper basket to flick her cigarette. ‘Daddy needs some cash assets to pay off debts. He’s offering this place through his London office but no one’s in the slightest bit interested in great freezing tombs like this at the moment. There simply aren’t those sort of cash-rich buyers around any more. Just as well, he hasn’t got round to telling Mummy yet.’


        Poor Gin! Phoebe rubbed her temples. Parting with her beloved garden would be like cutting off a limb.


        ‘Anyway, we’re not talking about Daddy’s problems,’ Saskia said sharply, ‘we’re discussing my offer.’


        ‘Offer?’ Phoebe was finding it harder and harder to take in what she was saying.


        ‘The job.’ Saskia, flicking the cigarette continually with her thumbnail, turned her head away so that Phoebe couldn’t see her face. She shambled across the room to close the door.


        ‘What exactly is it you want me to do?’ Phoebe asked.


        Saskia was standing by the door in silence now, her forehead resting against it, fingers clutching her greasy hair as she battled not to break down.


        ‘I want  –  ’ Her voice, almost a whisper, disappeared into a series of gasping breaths.


        Phoebe felt any traces of anger dissolve. She stood up and walked to Saskia’s side.


        ‘What?’ she coaxed gently. ‘What do you want me to do?’


        ‘I want – no, I can’t ask you. I want  . . .’ Saskia suddenly started sobbing; streaming, unstoppable tears that flooded down her cheeks. She looked up at Phoebe, her eyes tortured. ‘I want you to seduce Felix for me.’


        ‘What?’ Phoebe gaped at her in bewilderment.


        ‘I want revenge, Freddy. For what that bastard did.’


        Taking a deep breath, Phoebe stretched out a tentative hand towards Saskia’s elbow.


        ‘I think you’d better tell me about it, don’t you?’ she prompted gently.


        The stringy hair bobbed up and down. Another cigarette was inserted between two rats’ tails and lit.


        ‘We were due to go to this big premíre together,’ Saskia started saying in a shaky, hurried whisper. ‘Some friend of Felix’s – a big star, bums-on-seats man – had top billing. It was the first high-budget British film in ages – American-backed of course – so absolutely everyone was due to be there: royalty, tons of film industry suits, celebs, other blue-blooded chips. Felix is so frantic to break into acting, he was desperately excited.’ She took a deep pull on her cigarette.


        ‘We were staying at his father’s London place then.’ Saskia shuddered as the recent tears ebbed away. ‘Jocelyn lives abroad now. It’s a sweet little mews near Notting Hill, but Felix and his cronies have absolutely trashed it. I think there’s only about six months to go on the lease, so Pa Sylvian couldn’t give a damn. Don’t think he gives a damn about anything much actually.’ She mopped her nose.


        ‘Wasn’t he a novelist?’


        Saskia nodded, pulling at her cigarette. ‘Still is, although not all that obscure literary stuff that won him prizes in the seventies. He writes under a pen name now, Herbert Wilson.’


        ‘The thriller writer?’ Phoebe gasped in astonishment.


        ‘Self-same.’ Saskia shredded a corner of her tissue. ‘No airport terminal is complete without a revolving stand of his schlock.’


        ‘You were telling me about Felix?’ Phoebe prompted carefully, aware that she’d pulled the conversation off to a tactless tangent. ‘The premíère?’


        ‘Felix.’ Saskia rolled the word around her mouth like a sweet and then swallowed it down with a sniff, sliding her reddened eyes back to Phoebe. ‘Felix didn’t have any work on that week – we were virtually living from the bed – and everything seemed utterly hunky-dory. His agent, Piers – the publicity shark, not his modelling agency – had lined up a few key lunches. There was a pile of unread scripts by the bed. I’d bought the most drop-dead Westwood corset for the big night. Dylan – that’s Felix’s chief crony, he lives in the mews too – kept bursting into the room while we were having sex to recite another line of his best man’s speech. Felix just laughed and laughed. God, I was so happy.’ She started to cry again, frantically trying to find a dry corner of her handkerchief to swab her eyes.


        ‘Then a few days before the prem,’ she continued jerkily, ‘a half-page filler appeared in the Express about Felix and me getting married – I thought he’d love it. There was a gorgeous pic of him on some Kenyan fashion shoot and a blurry passport job of me before I dyed my hair, looking very Greta Scaatchi.’


        ‘You sent it to me,’ said Phoebe.


        ‘God, yes,’ Saskia remembered, biting the soggy tissue and closing her eyes. ‘I was writing to you that morning while Felix was still asleep. I went out and bought another copy and posted it off before I  –  ’ Her face crumpled.


        ‘You showed him the article?’


        Saskia nodded. ‘He’s always raving on about no publicity being bad, and this piece was wildly flattering. But when I showed it to him, he got the most awful sulks, accused me of leaking the story to deliberately fuck up his career and then slammed his way out of the house. I couldn’t believe it. When I got back from a wedding dress fitting that afternoon, he and his passport had hot-cloven-hoofed it. Dylan tried to pretend Felix had a last-minute job, but I knew he didn’t. Dylan’s always trying to protect Felix, but he’s a lousy liar.’


        ‘And that was how it ended?’ Phoebe asked, rather flummoxed.


        ‘God, no!’ Saskia rolled her wet eyes. ‘If only – then I might have preserved some dignity. He finally crawled back in the small hours a couple of days later – the day before the premíère in fact – and was all over me; incredible sex that went on for hours and hours. But he was really odd – I’d never known him like it – sort of detached and a bit frightening. He said he’d been to visit his father in Barbados and persuade him to come over for the wedding. But when I asked if that meant Jocelyn was coming after all, Felix bit my head off, telling me it was none of my business.


        ‘When he came to bed that night he was really, really violent. I mean, he often skated on the edge during sex, but this time he actually hurt me quite badly, cutting my lip with his teeth and bruising my arms so much, they were almost black above the elbow.’


        ‘You didn’t walk out?’ Phoebe asked in amazement.


        ‘God, no.’ Saskia looked as if she’d suggested doing a Bobbit with her nail scissors. ‘Afterwards he cried into my stomach, his body curled up into a tight ball, apologising over and over again, telling me he loved me. And when I woke up he’d gone out jogging, leaving me covered with flowers like Ophelia and a lovely apologetic note tucked between my fingers. He must have done it while I was asleep. Oh God, I loved him so much for it.’ She blew her nose on the sleeve of her jumper.


        ‘That morning, the day of the premíère, I met my sister Sukey in town for lunch, then I had a hairdresser’s appointment. We got quite tight and when I got back to the mews, Felix was in a divine mood. He’d bought a huge cake from Pat Val’s and a vat of Moët and he was in the bath, reading through a script with Chopin blaring.


        ‘He looked so lovely, stretched out in the frothy water like a beautiful, playful golden seal. I just raced in and told him how much I loved him. I wanted to yell it from the Post Office Tower, tattoo it all over my bum and splash it across billboards, buses and black-cabs!’


        The tears were pouring again now. Saskia tried to mop them away, but the tissue shredded in her fingers.


        ‘And then – and then he suddenly looked me in the eyes and told me very calmly that he didn’t love me at all. That he never had, that he thought I was a stuck-up, selfish tart and that he’d only taken the relationship this far because he thought I needed teaching a lesson, but that he had absolutely no intention of marrying me. All the time he had this smug little smile on his face.’


        ‘God!’ Phoebe shook her head in horrified amazement.


        ‘I – I thought it was all a huge joke. Felix’s sense of humour can be dreadfully lop-sided. There he was, stretched out like Dionysus, telling me it was all over. I even laughed, but he just carried on explaining that when he’d first met me he’d found me quite attractive, but that I’d been such a bitch, really messing him about by playing hard to get and then rolling over like a puppy and opening my legs when he offered me a holiday and a couple of tickets to the opera, that he’d started to detest me and everything I stood for.


        ‘I suppose he must have thought that I used him at first,’ she looked up at Phoebe with desolate red-veined eyes, ‘but the truth is I was just so intimidated by him I didn’t believe he really fancied me until he offered that holiday. I tried explaining it to him, but he wouldn’t listen. He just reared out of the bath and wandered stark naked through the flat, throwing all my stuff into suitcases and telling me a few more home truths – that I’m a lousy fuck, that I’m thick, philistine and bigoted, that I have a fat bum, cellulite and small eyes. He said I was bone-idle, ungrateful and sponged off people like the worst type of leech. He even told me I reeked like a dolphin’s lunch. It sounds so like a joke now, but I thought he’d gone mad. I just cried and cried. He was a completely, completely different person.’


        ‘It doesn’t sound like a joke to me.’ Phoebe shuddered, taking Saskia’s cigarette, which had burnt down to the stub and gone out unnoticed.


        ‘After he’d packed most of my stuff, he got out that bloody cake and the champagne from the fridge. I really thought that was the moment he’d tell me it was all a prank. I was spitting with anger. But, as he cracked open the Moët, he cheerfully told me he’d bought them to celebrate our pre-nuptial disagreement.


        ‘Then, just as he was tearing my family to shreds – saying I was the cunt of the litter and my sisters were all slags – Dylan lumped in from work and asked what the hell was going on. Felix was still standing stark naked in the kitchen with me sobbing all over the table. When Felix announced that he’d sacked me, they had a flaming row. Dylan kept howling at Felix that he’d promised never to do it again and that Jasmin should have taught him a lesson. I hadn’t a clue what they were going on about, but I was far too upset to ask. Then Felix threw a glass at Dylan and stormed off to get dressed.


        ‘Dylan’s so sweet – even though he had a pretty evil cut on his forehead, he gave me a drink, mopped my face and told me everything would be all right. So bloody Felix re-emerges and starts shouting that Dylan could have me if he fancied me so much, but the sex would be about as tantalising as a vegan barbecue. I threw the entire cake at him and howled anything offensive I could think of. In the middle of it, Felix literally threw my stuff out of the door, picked me up and carried me out of the house, dropping me on the cobbles and slamming the door in my face.’


        ‘God, what on earth did you do?’


        ‘I kept banging and ringing the bell, but they ignored me and carried on yelling at each other. So I started screaming until the next-door neighbour appeared and told me to shut up. In the end I went round to Daddy’s office and wept all over a board meeting Sukey was chairing. She marched me back to her flat and I tried phoning Felix, but his bloody machine was on.


        ‘That night I sat ranting and sobbing and watched a television special about the premíère,’ she went on between hiccups. ‘Felix arrived looking absolutely stunning with Isabel Delaunay, the French actress. He was grinning from sideburn to sideburn and paused to tell a roving reporter that he and “Belle” were really looking forward to seeing the show. He’d known her for ages and she’d made no secret of fancying him like mad. My guess is he’d always planned to take her – she’s a paparazzi headliner at the moment. All that sexy sleaze with brains. They never would have bothered filming Felix if he’d arrived with me. When I tried phoning the mews again, they’d taken the phone off the hook.’


        Saskia shuddered. ‘I went through hell trying to contact him, but he’d sloped off to France to shoot some little scene he had in a film then on to America for a Cola commercial. Piers Fox refused to take my calls at all. And Elect, Felix’s model agency, told me that he had asked them not to pass on any more of my messages, and that if I “persisted in wasting their time, they’d contact the police”. I felt like some sort of Hollywood stalker, it was so awful.’


        ‘You poor, poor darling.’ Phoebe stroked her arm.


        ‘Then about a month later,’ Saskia lit another cigarette with shaking hands, ‘I saw him. Quite by accident. He was in Café Nero when I was walking past – blowing the froth off his coffee and laughing with a couple of friends I didn’t recognise. He’d got a tan in the States and looked so unspeakably glamorous, like one of those Italian commercials. I just stood in the street and stared.’


        ‘Did he see you?’


        She nodded. ‘He caught me watching him and just looked away – as if I were a total stranger. His face didn’t flicker. We’d been living together for six months – we’d chosen our bridesmaids, for Christ’s sake! I trusted him with my life. And then within twelve days he was cutting me dead and threatening to report me for nuisance calls. Then I found out something quite awful  . . .’


        Her face crumpled and she looked away, fighting for control again.


        ‘That afternoon, I was so angry I went to see Jasmin – Felix’s ex-girlfriend. She’s a model – pretty thick but incredibly beautiful; very Seattle Grunge. She takes a lot of drugs to keep her skinny, and quite a lot of the magazines won’t book her. They say she’s got an attitude problem. Felix calls her the Waif-er Thin Bint.’


        ‘Charming.’ Phoebe perched on the end of the bed. ‘What did she say?’


        ‘At first she wouldn’t even let me into the flat, but then she saw I’d been crying and guessed straight away. She was really, really pleased. Gave me a huge brandy and said she’d been praying that Felix would ditch me. She kept laughing and hugging me, as if I’d just got a terrific job. I came seriously close to cracking up, but when I said I was going, she went totally ballistic, throwing the brandy bottle through a window and starting to scream like a bimbo with a spider in her bed. I was sure she was going to knock my lights out. Instead she told me the truth. Felix had done exactly the same thing to her. On the day they were due to get married, she was having two bottles of paracetamol pumped out of her stomach in St  Mary’s. Her liver is virtually a sieve now.’


        ‘Christ! They were going to get married?’


        Saskia nodded. ‘They’d been living together for two years, although they both worked abroad most of that time. He dumped her the day before the wedding and then totally disappeared for two months. He’d said some truly diabolical things. Later she discovered he’d been screwing around the entire time she’d known him. She also found out he’d slept with her mother.’


        ‘Now you’ve got to be joking!’


        ‘No.’ Saskia closed her eyes. ‘He’s one howling shit, but he’s so fucking irresistible no one ever says no. Jasmin reckons he’s never been turned down in his life. What’s worse, he seems to really get a kick out of totally decimating women’s confidence. It turns out he’d done the same sort of thing long before Jasmin or me. All through school, university and even when he was bumming around Australia, he didn’t just break hearts, he knifed them.’


        ‘But why?’


        Saskia shrugged. ‘I guess it’s like the ultimate prurient kick to him, some sort of power trip. Getting laid is too easy for him; he needs to play sick mental games to amuse himself. So he picks up a difficult, screwed-up woman and nurtures her – treating her like a demi-goddess, driving her wild in bed, focusing his life around her. For her, it’s like stumbling into Eden on the Seventh Day. Felix makes her feel so incredibly good about herself, so confident and so cherished, she’s high all the time, utterly secure in his love. And then he shreds her. He peels away inhibitions like a picture restorer lifting grime from an Old Master until it’s beautiful and vibrant and wanted, before slashing a scalpel through the canvas so that no one will ever desire it again.’


        The tears had stopped. Saskia just stared mindlessly, her expression frozen with numb misery like a corpse’s face staring out from a glacier, her eyes almost closed from crying.


        ‘I know what your perfect revenge would be,’ Phoebe said cautiously, trying to shake her out of her torpor.


        ‘Yes?’ Saskia kept her eyes lowered.


        ‘Go back into acting, work like hell, and make it.’ She urged. ‘You have got the talent. You know how difficult it is to get into drama school – particularly a great one like LADA – and you always were exceptional, even at school. All you need is a couple of years, grit, determination and balls. Make it into the West End, get a longer blurb in the programme than anyone else, flirt with Hollywood, and Felix will turn greener than a June conker.’


        ‘No.’ Saskia shook her head. ‘I know exactly how to get back at him. Why do you think I’ve been telling you all this, you stupid cow?’


        ‘What?’ Phoebe was baffled.


        ‘The trouble is . . .’ she sighed, ‘I know you can do it, but I’m not sure if I’ll be able to cope.’


        ‘What are you talking about, Saskia?’ Phoebe asked in bewilderment.


        ‘I want you to do exactly what Felix did to me  . . .’


        ‘What?’


        ‘. . . to him,’ Saskia finished, her face threatening to crumple into tears again at any second.


        ‘No, Saskia  –  ’ Phoebe started to protest.


        ‘Wait!’ she interrupted. ‘Let me finish, Freddy. I just want you to hear the idea at least. You’re so perfect for it. You’re one of the few friends I have who’s never met him. You’re the best flirt I’ve ever known and you’ve got bags more confidence with men than I do – they always fancy you.’


        ‘Now wait a minute  . . .’


        ‘Shut up! What I want you to do is engineer it so that you meet Felix – not hard as I know exactly where he hangs out. Then you get him to notice you. I can supply you with absolutely all the low-down on how to make him fancy you like mad: his favourite designers, music, films, restaurants. Everything. And I know how he likes women to dress, to flirt, to talk, what really turns him on and how to make him howl with lust.’


        She paused for a few seconds.


        ‘I lived with him for over six months, Freddy,’ she went on, suddenly resolute and charged with excitement. ‘One of his pet topics for talking about during sex was the other women he wanted to fuck. Or he and Dylan would spend an entire day discussing some girl’s arse. It drove me mad at the time but, God, I never believed it could be so useful. You’d have him rolling over and begging to have his tummy tickled within seconds – and believe me, it reaches as far as his tummy! Just because I didn’t turn out to be his ideal woman,’ she smiled through a series of tearful hiccups, ‘doesn’t mean I didn’t work out exactly what is. With a bit of tuition, you could be it.’


        ‘And supposing I do?’ Phoebe humoured her. ‘Supposing I am. Then what?’


        ‘Then,’ Saskia’s gaze scoured Phoebe’s face, ‘you play him at his own narcissistic game. When he falls for you, when he starts really trusting you and lavishing his gifts and attention, you dump him. As publicly and humiliatingly as possible. Tell him he’s a lousy screw with a small cock, bad breath, thinning hair and an intellect as challenging as a tot’s Tomy toy, then disappear out of his life totally.’ She started to laugh. ‘It can’t fail. A huge, huge overdose of his own poisonous medicine!’


        Phoebe watched Saskia giggling through her tears. Watched a girl she had once envied and hated so much it had been physically painful, now reduced to a heaving, tearstained wreck, her eyes dead with grief.


        As far as Phoebe was concerned, Felix Sylvian deserved a quick trip to hell with Bacofoil wrapped around his privates for the way he’d ground his hand-stitched leather heels into Saskia’s ego. And her plot was so gloriously vengeful it made hairs stand up on the back of Phoebe’s neck. In theory. But given messy things like friends, feelings, sanity, job, and the difficulty of inflicting pain on a stranger, it sank without trace in emotional baggage. And besides, she was terrified he wouldn’t fancy her.


        ‘I can’t do it,’ she said, taking Saskia’s hand and squeezing it apologetically. ‘It wouldn’t be fair. On you, as much as anyone else. You deserve time to get over Felix and win your confidence back – not prolong the agony by exacting revenge. Try to forget him.’


        ‘I can’t,’ Saskia croaked. ‘I don’t think I ever will. Anyway,’ she snatched her hand away, her reddened eyes flashing angrily, ‘what makes you think this revenge is purely personal? Can’t you see he’s fucked up women all his life and will probably carry on doing so for as long as he can get eight inches of ego up? He’s a misogynistic bastard, Freddy.’ She stood up, her voice rising to a scream. ‘Don’t you think the future Saskias, Jasmins and God knows who else deserve someone giving him a kick in the undropped balls before he goes too far? What if his next victim really does kill herself?’


        ‘I don’t think I could do it even if I wanted to, Saskia,’ argued Phoebe, indignant flames of anger leaping inside her. ‘I’m not all those things you set me up to be. I’m hardly a great catch – no job, no background to flaunt, weird looks, grotty flat. If you’re looking for some sort of Virtual Reality blow-up debutante then, sorry, I’m not your girl.’


        Saskia looked at her for a long time, studied the huge mint-green eyes and short, boyish hair, the slim, tanned legs that could ride pillion on a Harley and still touch the ground, and the clever, curling mouth shaped like Eros’s bow aimed for a long-distance shot. Phoebe looked glorious – grouchy, sexy and crumpled, like a tall, skinny Beatrice Dalle. Felix would love her. She was Saskia’s best chance and she’d always been a soft touch.


        Saskia cleared her throat and winced against another barrage of hiccuping sobs. ‘You won’t do it because we’ve never really been friends.’


        ‘Saskia, that’s ridiculous  . . .’


        ‘No, don’t argue,’ she howled. ‘It’s true, isn’t it? We loathed one another when we were kids. You only came down here this weekend because Mummy asked you, and probably because you wanted a good gawp as well. You just think I’m a sad fat cow who wants to get her own back. Well, get out then.’ She pushed Phoebe towards the door.


        ‘Saskia, that’s total  –  ’


        It slammed in Phoebe’s face.


        ‘– rubbish,’ she finished. She banged on the door, pleading to talk to Saskia again, but the only answer was an angry brooding silence.
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The north London supermarket was cool, light and uncrowded, the concentrated silence broken only as the odd shopping trolley executed a hand-brake turn around tinned meat chicane into the dogfood straight.


        Fliss leant her elbows on the handle of her trolley and whizzed around the aisles, coming to squealing wheely halts as she lobbed in plastic cups, seeded baps, hickory chips and charcoal.


        Stan, who was helping to organise today’s party, had insisted they set a strict price limit to the barbecue – the food quota being one-third of the drink allowance as always. He knew of old his friend’s tendency to over-cater; Fliss adored parties and tried to hold at least one a month in the cluttered, shared Islington flat. It was, in fact, the reason her last flat-mate had moved out. Each time Fliss’s extravagant parties were held, these chaotic, noisy gatherings grew larger and more frenzied as friends of friends heard how much fun they were, how much booze was shipped, how excellent the food was, and most importantly – how many good-looking, single people always roamed around flirting their socks (and occasionally other items of underwear) off.


        Chewing her lip, Fliss paused by the fresh trifles and hoped her brother Selwyn’s friends would turn up today. They always added an extra frisson to the parties – although Stan grumbled that they drank everything, phoned friends in Australia from the flat, bonked on the beds and then trashed the place. Fliss, who pointed out that Stan behaved almost exactly the same way himself, didn’t much care: they were all, without exception, drop-dead gorgeous. They came from the planet of the beautiful people (Stan grouchily called them Intra-Venus Drips), that exclusive, elusive club which she had glimpsed through windows, stood next to on tubes, read about in gossip columns, but never been given membership to. When Selwyn brought his friends to one of her parties, Fliss felt she had been honoured with a guest pass into its hallowed corridors.


        She’d left three messages on her brother’s answermachine yesterday: one saying they were having a party, the second to explain who ‘they’ were, just in case he didn’t realise, and a third to remind him where she lived, because he always claimed to forget.


        Bugger Stan, she was going to lay on the best spread yet, she decided gleefully.


        


Outside, with fifteen splitting carrier bags in the boot and Kiss FM blaring from the car stereo, Fliss tried turning the key in the ignition one more time, heard the same sulky, bronchial cough, and wailed. She couldn’t possibly struggle the one-stop tube journey and ten-minute walk home with so much to carry.


        She thumped the steering wheel and then grumpily apologised to it. She loved her car – an ancient, rusting blue 205 called Honk. But these days Honk had been spluttering and dying more often than King Lear on a regional tour. Particularly as Fliss, overdrawn to the point of hiding from the bailiffs, had become more and more forgetful about filling him with petrol.


        In the end, Stan answered her phone-box distress call and emerged from his rattling Beetle, eyebrows knotted together with irritation and anxiety. He’d lost his driving licence six months earlier when caught woozily ferrying a very drunken friend home from a party, and now kept his unused car near Fliss’s flat in Islington as it had been broken into more often than the local Spar when parked outside his own flat in Brixton. This meant, however, that not only did Fliss borrow it whenever Honk wouldn’t start, regularly stranding it without petrol in various parts of North London, but she also now regarded Stan as the fourth emergency service, and expected him to risk a hefty fine whenever she was in distress.


        ‘I’ll siphon enough petrol in for you to get to a filling station,’ he sighed resignedly. ‘And if I get caught driving out here for you, girl, I’ll skin you – from the inside.’ He stomped around the front to open the boot. ‘I’ll get the hosepipe.’


        ‘No, there isn’t time, Stan,’ Fliss was hopping from foot to foot excitedly. ‘I’ll just bung a note under the wiper and we can come back this evening.’


        ‘You’ll be over the limit this evening,’ he pointed out bluntly.


        But Fliss was already heaving carriers out of Honk’s boot and, as always forgetting that the Beetle’s boot was at the front, trying to ram them next to Stan’s car battery.


        ‘Oh, Christ,’ he groaned as twelve French sticks jack-knifed under the weight of lager party-packs. ‘Why the hell d’you buy all this stuff, girl? I thought we’d only invited a few old friends.’


        ‘Ah, yes, well . . .’ Fliss quickly grabbed the bag of exotic meats and cheeses before he could nose into it. ‘When Phoebe said she was going down south, I didn’t think there was much point in just inviting her lot, so I phoned around a bit.’


        ‘One of your brother’s pack has turned up already,’ he told her as they waited in a queue of traffic to turn on to Essex Road. ‘I hope that doesn’t mean the rest of the buggers are coming?’


        ‘Which one is it?’ Fliss said nonchalantly, wishing she’d bothered to put on her make-up and change into something drop-dead before coming out to shop. But it was only midday, and she’d told everyone but her closest friends to come from two onwards.


        ‘God knows, some pretty boy who said he’d come to the party where Claudia stripped on the kitchen table.’


        ‘She always does that,’ Fliss pointed out, wracking her brain. ‘He’s not that blond god who caused complete hormonal havoc on Rachel’s birthday? The actor? What was he called – Fabian or something?’


        ‘Could be,’ Stan said idly, knowing it wasn’t but wanting to see Fliss’s reaction.


        As expected, she flipped down the Beetle’s sun-visor and moaned at her reflection. Her hair was at its wildest, battling like an unpruned, virulent privet against the sagging trellis of her hairclip. Her face was paler than ever except for an angry red nose and a new crop of freckles in a stripe which spread from ear to ear across the bridge of her nose as a result of the briefest of walks in the recent sun. Her eyes, huge and bloodshot from working too late in the poorly ventilated studio with a large bottle of wine, gave the impression of a rabbit in the early stages of myxomatosis.


        ‘So have you given him a drink?’ she asked anxiously. ‘You haven’t just left him to fend? He might try the home-made beer in the laundry cupboard and need his stomach pumped like Basil!’


        


‘Hi there,’ greeted a lazy, honey-rich voice, followed by a contented yawn.


        Fliss turned from staggering through to the kitchen with the third drinks box to see a heavenly, seraph-like vision wandering barefoot through the door from the bathroom, rubbing bloodshot blue eyes.


        For a second she mistook him for the deliriously beautiful hormone-wrecker, but, gazing in delighted wonder, she realised he wasn’t as broad or quite as blood-fizzlingly unreal as the man who had practically brought a recent party to a standstill with his glorious, good-looking arrival.


        His floppy hair was more white-blond than gold and his nose was longer and beakier. He had the pale, crumpled look of someone who seldom got out of bed unless he was tipped out; his white T-shirt was creased and untucked from his threadbare Levi’s which were showing a lot of lean, tanned muscle through their copious holes. But, all the same, he had enough rug-pulling sex appeal to cause Fliss to clutch a chair for support and plot madly how she could get him to sit for some sketches.


        ‘Hi,’ she croaked, busying herself with her rustling bags to stop a horrible, predictable blush streaking down to her chest. ‘You’re well early, I’m afraid.’


        A hand stretched over her freckled arm to grab an apple, brushing her skin with blond, downy hairs so that her nerve-endings ran amok. Close to, Selwyn’s friend smelled delicious, like freshly baked bread.


        He rolled the apple in long, bony fingers. ‘I’m sorry I’m so precociously premature, but I was staying – er – overnight around the corner so I thought I’d just pop in. I couldn’t remember your exact address, this is the third house I’ve tried – I had no idea you were having a party, or I wouldn’t have been so presumptuous.’ He seemed to like words that started with pre-, drawing them out with lazy arrogance like a long, melancholy lute strum.


        He flopped down into a chair opposite Fliss and shot her a devastating, wicked grin which almost knocked her backwards. ‘Staying overnight’, said in that deep, playful voice, could only mean one thing, Fliss realised. And his clothes looked as if they’d been underneath whoever he was ‘staying overnight’ with.


        ‘Stay for the barbecue if you like,’ her attempt at smooth indifference came out as a breathless pant. ‘I mean, the more the merrier, love,’ she added quickly, flustered by her own total transparency. But that just made her sound like Norah Batty organising a WI charabanc trip to Cleethorpes.


        She wondered why she hadn’t noticed him at the party he’d come to before. But if it had been the same night that Blond God had visited, she reflected, no one would have noticed him. Whenever that party was talked about, the hormone-wrecker was the only guest anyone remembered at all.


        ‘Terrific kitchen,’ he murmured, gazing around at the chaos of tiles, clutter and fading trompe-l’oeil murals Stan had added when drunk one night and which the landlord had yet to see. ‘Didn’t see it last time for all the people.’


        His eyes really were blue, Fliss noticed. The same almost artificial azure as a Caribbean bay on a holiday postcard. With his long, narrow, almost androgynous body, he’d be heaven to sculpt. He looked like a young, caddish knave from a medieval fantasy – he’d be utterly irresistible in green tights, long leather boots and a doublet. A golden-locked Lochinvar, she thought dreamily, wishing he would hoist her up on a horse and whisk her away from making garlic bread and putting up Phoebe’s shelves.


        ‘Are you okay?’ he asked, laughing throatily and biting into the apple with teeth as white as soap flakes.


        ‘Huh?’ Fliss glanced down with clouded eyes and noticed she’d pulverised a red pepper between her reddening hands.


        ‘I’m sorry, it’s dreadfully rude of me but I can’t remember your name,’ he apologised softly, blue eyes watching the downward progress of her blush with amusement.


        ‘Fliss Wolfe,’ she mumbled.


        ‘God, of course! You’re Selwyn’s little sister. Stupid of me not to remember.’ He flashed the bewitching grin again. ‘You don’t look at all like him.’


        ‘No, well, I wouldn’t,’ Fliss hated explaining. ‘I’m adopted – our parents couldn’t have any more children of their own after Sel.’


        ‘Oh, yes, I see,’ he drawled, without much interest.


        Which, Fliss thought angrily as she tipped out salad ingredients, is why Selwyn is tall and raven-haired and head-turning while I’m short, solid and ginger!


        ‘I’m Mungo,’ grinned the pretty Lochinvar. ‘And I’m dying for a drink.’


        With the vodka bottle open in front of him, he worked his way through a packet of cigarettes Claudia had left on the table and watched Fliss while she moved around the kitchen, parcelling garlic bread, mixing up salads, making burgers out of minced beef and egg, and lining up fork-pronged sausages ready for the barbecue.


        ‘God, that’s marvellous!’ he said over and over again, the heart-melting grin flashing intermittently like a faulty neon sign. ‘How do you do that? . . . Have another vodka . . . Did you study cookery? . . . Can I try some? . . . You’ve got a great bum.’


        The lower the vodka level went, the more complimentary he got. Fliss, who normally shrugged off compliments with the same amused embarrassment as she would an amorous Jack Russell, was burning up with delight. Never had salads been as well garnished or dressed, butter as garlicky, strawberries as sugared or veggie cheese flans as neatly criss-crossed with sun-dried tomatoes. Soon she no longer cared that she was still wearing the old, stained jeans which made her rear look like a rhino’s or the striped t-shirt which had shrunk in the wash and had a clay stain on one nipple.


        One by one old friends arrived, trooped into the kitchen, gawped at Mungo, complained about their hangovers and trooped out again.


        Among the new arrivals was her merry-eyed, grinning friend Iain, the long-haul traveller she had been intending to set up with Phoebe.


        ‘Frizz!’ he whooped, galloping through from the throng in the sitting room and, quickly depositing several six-packs of Dos Equis on the table, gathered her into a vast, swinging hug. As she spun round, Fliss caught a brief blurred glimpse of Mungo on each circuit, eyeing Iain thoughtfully. Perhaps, she thought with almost delirious hope, he’s jealous?


        ‘Put me down, you great wassock!’ she howled.


        When Iain finally released her, she staggered back groggily and thought what a shame it was that Phoebe wasn’t there. Having so far only spoken to him on the phone since he returned from Peru, she noticed now how much a spell abroad had improved him. A bit of a university nerd in his time, Iain still possessed an unfortunate hooked nose and big, flashy teeth, but he had broadened and filled out from a twiggy sapling to an impressively long, slightly willowy tree. He was tall, tanned and sun-streaked, his merry green eyes glowing almost incandescently from a laughing face. Gone were the anorak and cords, too. He was wearing a baggy black rugby shirt and cinnamon jeans which brought out the tortoiseshell beauty of his hair. He and Phoebe would look almost incestuous together, Fliss realised, the physical similarity was so acute.


        ‘You look as sexy as ever, Frizz babes.’ Iain kissed her on the forehead.


        ‘Don’t patronise me, you great wanker.’ She shrugged him off hotly, then smiled in apology. ‘This is Mungo – Mungo, this is Iain, an old friend from university.’


        ‘Enchanté.’ Mungo stared at Iain unblinkingly, his blue gaze glittering like a challenge.


        Fliss took another swig of her Coke and winced. It said Improved Recipe on the side, she noticed, but she personally begged to differ. It seemed very chemical. She’d been so busy she hadn’t noticed Mungo topping it up with vodka as she worked.


        Smiling at him rather dubiously, Iain wandered out through the glass door to the balcony to introduce himself to Stan and help him set up the barbecue. Mungo’s blue gaze followed his cinnamon bottom impassively.


        As Fliss worked her way through another Improved Recipe Coke, Stan loped in and out of the balcony door, firing up the barbecue and reeking of Obsession for Men.


        For the first time, Fliss noticed he was wearing his dreadful striped jeans, the ones he normally saved for a night on the town. Matched with his bucket-wide biker boots, they emphasised his long, stick-like legs and lack of bum. Instead of the normally shoulder-length, leonine hair, he’d slicked it back so that it shone almost pewter-grey against his scalp. And the black t-shirt he was wearing had toothpaste splatters on the front. Fliss thought he looked awful, and almost told him so. She was feeling horribly abrasive today, she realised with a start.


        ‘I must go and change,’ she explained woozily to Mungo, who was now reading Stan’s Sunday papers, heaving each section into crumpled heaps at his feet when he’d finished it and ripping off a hunk of the Arts Review to mop up some spilled vodka.


        Stan would hit the roof, Fliss thought. She could hear the entryphone buzzing again and someone shriekingly zap another guest in.


        ‘You look terrific in just that.’ Mungo narrowed his eyes and looked at her in a way that almost scorched her t-shirt off. ‘Natural and sexy – like a cherub dressed for an orgy. But if you insist on changing, can I come and watch?’


        Quivering with happiness, Fliss polished off her Coke without bothering to wipe away the frothy moustache of foam, and wondered if her period was due. Unlike women who mutated into Mrs  Hyde, murdered their husbands and then bit heads off chickens at the point of menstruation, Fliss bloomed. Her tits swelled, her skin glowed, and she bubbled with sexual potential, getting turned on by the most ridiculous of things – ice-cream posters on tubes, coffee ads on telly, even old Carry On films.


        ‘’Lo,’ rasped a gruff voice and Claudia walked in, wearing nothing but a cream t-shirt, her long glossy black legs shuffling in tiny, hungover steps as if she was wearing a kimono. She was carrying her linen flares, which were soaked through.


        ‘Honestly, Fliss babes,’ she croaked, ‘I’m so fucking fragile, I just walked straight through the bloody sprinkler when I was cutting through the gardens. I din’ even notice till I was ringing your bell. Can I bung these in the dryer, yeah?’


        ‘Sure.’ Fliss’s tiny bubble of sexiness popped as she took the trousers from her friend.


        Even when feeling as fragile as a wafer-thin toffee web over a brûlée, Claudia looked unspeakably seductive. Her long ropes of corded black hair fell almost to her tiny waist, her shrewd, clever eyes still held a trace of their usual brilliance and, even if it tasted like an unemptied pub ashtray, her mouth was as plump, red and kissable as the inside of a strawberry.


        ‘Clods, honey!’ Fliss greeted her brightly, swallowing down a dastardly, jealous urge to throw a tea towel over Claudia’s head and push her out of the balcony door before Mungo noticed her. ‘This is Mungo.’


        ‘’Lo,’ Claudia croaked, hardly looking at him. Instead she staggered over to the fridge and stooped to pull out a carton of milk, showing a white Sloggi g-string between buttocks as perfect as peaches but considerably less hairy.


        Shutting the fridge door with her bum she leant against it, closed her eyes and grunted. ‘Did I get completely boxed last night or what? I danced for five solid hours and then threw up on the night bus,’ she groaned, flipping open the carton flaps and taking a huge swig. To emphasise her point, she opened her huge, tired eyes again and rolled them.


        They landed on Mungo and stuck like a bluebottle on fly paper.


        ‘’Lo, Mungo,’ she growled huskily, flashing a grin as white and as perfect as his own.


        Fliss wanted to weep. She loved Claudia, who lived in an even grottier converted flat just across their shared gardens, but realised that her beautiful, predatory friend wouldn’t imagine that Fliss staked any claim on the blond Lochinvar. In fact Our Cilla, in Claudia’s eyes, was probably providing the set-up of a lifetime.
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