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      PROLOGUE

      
      The child woke, her face hot from the stab of sunshine arrowed through the window to her face. She turned on her stomach to
         avoid the glare, burrowed back among the clothes on the floor, attempting to restore the comfort of sleep but a buzzing at
         the window gradually disturbed her. She sat up and rubbed her eyes. Everything was silent apart from the buzzing and the tick-ticking
         made by the boiler in the cupboard outside the playroom door. Sometimes at night when the boiler gave a kind of whoosh, sign
         of life elsewhere in the house, someone running a bath and taxing the work of the gas flame, she could deceive herself that
         the very sound meant rescue, but nothing had ever followed. Now she was inured to the noise but the buzzing was different. There
         was a wasp at the window, grizzling at the pane, crawling upwards then dropping back; picking a nervous route round one frame,
         buzzing for a second, settling back again as if exhausted. Head hurt, I s’pose, she thought, trying to block out the noise,
         but her heart began to pound and in one automatic reaction, she began to crawl further away from the window. Progress would
         have been quicker if she had picked up the whole armoury of skirts, dresses and scarves with her, but the logic which had
         made her use them in the absence of any other cover defeated her now. Besides, she was weaker than she had been yesterday,
         more transfixed by the wasp than the hunger which had diminished. The wasp made her cringe more than the sight of her own
         vomit in the corner and the clawing pangs which had accompanied every other wakening.
     

      
      Forgetting the wasp for a minute, she remembered she was hot; too hot in the shroud of assorted clothes, hot and smelly although
         she could smell nothing, merely aware of being damp and flushed. She kicked away the shiny material which covered her, pushed
         up her T-shirt and with both hands, pulled down the cotton shorts to her knees, thought better of that and pulled them up
         again. She had some instincts of modesty, a clear memory of a voice saying, ‘Don’t do that, darling, please.’ She moved her
         legs listlessly, looked round the walls for the hundredth time. Pinned to one pastel surface was the legend, written large
         in red felt pen, ‘I AM FOUR TODAY’; another poster, further down, ‘TINKER TAILOR IS TWO’. Her own poster was tatty in one
         corner from where she had tried to chew it. The paper of the other was so shiny hard she had not tried the same tactic, while
         the satin dress was still wet with saliva on one long sleeve from where she had stuffed it into her mouth before going to
         sleep. She noticed idly how the stained shorts she wore seemed to have become larger almost overnight, slipping down with
         ease, moving round her middle when she moved, and she wriggled for a moment, enjoying the sensation of having nothing on her
         tiny person which restricted her at all. She examined her own, huge knee joints; they grew bigger by the hour. The sound of
         the wasp, some confused memory of winter birthdays and being cooler than this, brought the insect at the window back into
         focus. She sat up, a full six feet in between them giving her some feeling of security. Then she began to whimper, rubbed
         her eyes again, stared.
     

      
      The sash window was open two inches at the bottom, held there by window locks in the side which prevented anyone of normal adult strength from pushing it beyond. The lower frame
         was scratched from where she had clawed after the early screaming had brought no response, episodes forgotten now. She remembered
         getting on a box and hitting the window with one of the metal toys, but neither angle nor strength had allowed any real impact
         until the toy broke. Jammed between the lower frame, sticking into the room, wearing a polythene sheet, guarded by the wasp,
         was a sandwich. She looked round wildly, dizzy with anticipation, the old fear of the wasp forgotten. Fear of things which
         buzzed and stung was a terror confirmed by the hideous shock of a striped bee once attached to her pink forearm administering
         a pain she could not begin to describe even in screams: in that other life of freedom she would shout at bees and wasps when
         she spotted them within ten feet, Go away, rotten thingy, go away. Or wheedle at them, Nice waspie thingy, go way please,
         eat someone else, please. Now the terrible sight of the wasp was irrelevant. She scrabbled to her feet, unsteady in step,
         pushed everything before her towards the window. Toys, dresses, boxes fell from below her bare feet as she scrabbled at the
         gap, reaching for the touch of polythene, feeling it between her fingers, her eyes suddenly level with the black and yellow
         of the wasp buzzing with businesslike fury next to her grasp. If it stung her in the eyes she would not care, falling back,
         watching the thing still at the window while she tore at the plastic with her teeth, spitting out bits, clutching the contents
         in one fist and stuffing bread into her mouth. She did not like the taste, beef, mustard, hot, grainy bread as dry as blotting
         paper with big lumps, all of it tasting of nothing but food, bolted without chewing until her throat was blocked and she began
         to choke. Coughing, she brought up most of the first half-slice, took stock, looked at it, put the mess back in her mouth and chewed more slowly, regarding the second sandwich jealously, keeping one hand across
         the bread in case it should move. Or the wasp should get there first. She shuffled back again, further from the window. She
         would eat the wasp too, and the single thought of that, the only thought since waking, all the rest action and reaction, made
         her grimace. Yuk.
     

      
      The disciplines of her elders asserted something in her mind as one enormous gulp took down the substance of the crust. More
         left: she stared at the second slice, taking in with her eye the generous size of it, wanting to postpone the grief of finishing,
         closed her fingers round it and worked out how to prolong the pleasure. Sit still, eat slowly; don’t show off, tastes better
         that way, as if taste mattered. Her lips felt dry with salt, the same taste on the fingers which had rubbed her eyes, sticky
         with the salt of dried tears, a saline crust which felt as if she could pick it off in lumps the size of crystals. She had
         done so more than once; the taste was similar to the sandwich, gritty, interesting. There could be no more discipline than
         this tiny pause. Feeling inestimably good, so good she would have liked someone to have seen, she made herself tear the second
         sandwich into small pieces, dabbing at the crumbs to make sure none was lost, making herself take only a single piece into
         her mouth at a time although the succession of one after another was swift, growing swifter by the mouthful while she watched
         fixedly the shrinking pile of the remains, terrified they would escape. So swift, so soon, the grief of the empty space where
         food had been enormous. All gone, Granny, all gone, gone, gone. But a feeling of fullness, a marvellous gurgling as her tummy
         went into rebellion. Almost happiness, full of belief that more would follow.
     

      
      Next, nothing, same old sleepiness, sun going down and the heat which had woken her into life receding into cold. She pulled up the satin dress, watching the last shaft of brilliant
         light from the window illuminate the vivid purple cloth, making it incandescent. Her hand stroked the cloth, loving the touch
         of the material, pulled towards her the lurex, goldy black shawl which she also liked, but which lacked the warmth of the
         heavier purple. If she warmed them now, they would be warm for later; they were cosy enough and the prospect of another night-time
         still distant.
     

      
      Be good, child, be good: can you remember what I told you yesterday? Sing to me, my lovely.

      
      

         Who killed cock robin?

         I, said the sparrow,

         With my bow and arrow

         I killed cock robin.

      



      
      She could think of a room, full of comforting voices. Such as Silly, silly, silly; course the robin didn’t die, ’s only a
         song; don’t go on so. All right, if you don’t like that one, we’ll do another, but I promise you, cock robin got better, they
         were only teasing, didn’t have anything better to sing about, silly people. You like this one, don’t you? Come on, remember?
         Like this … The child began to croon to herself, pulling the evening dress round her chin,
     

      
      

         Dance for your daddie

         My little laddie …

      



      
      Wha’s a laddie, I’s a girlie: let a boy sing that one, not me. Don’t be silly, he won’t remember. Just go on with the next
         bit. Like this,
     

      
      
      

         You shall have a fishy,

         On a little dishy,

         You shall have a fishy,

         When the boat comes in.

      



      
      ‘I don’t like fishy,’ the child murmured out loud in the empty room. ‘I don’t like it and I don’t like Daddy.’ She saw a familiar
         old face like a shadow on the wall, lingering above the birthday poster, shaking disapproval, fading away with the last shaft
         of sunlight, talking quietly. You mustn’t say that, sweetie, really you mustn’t. Let’s sing another, my, you’re difficult
         today. ‘I don’t like Daddy, don’t like Daddy, let me out, please …’
     

      
      The wasp hovered over her forehead. She felt too weak, too indifferent to brush it away. If stripy thing stung, she might
         scream, but could not prevent it. Her arms were heavy; she would not be able to flap it away. Sing then, nothing else but
         singing to the bassoon noises of her tummy.
     

      
      Was a little girl who had a lickle curl … What came next? She was bad, that was it, no, good, that was it. Or maybe had a
         little lamb. And when she was good she was horrid.
     

      
      Outside the door, the noise was slightly audible, the light drone of voices, words slurred, whole sound of deceptive content.
         There were scratches on the black paintwork on the inside of the door. The paintwork on the outside was perfect. The child
         was distracted by the marks, which her eyes turned into weird shapes like the patterns on her bedroom wallpaper. As the wasp
         landed and stung the hand which made no attempt to brush it away, the room beyond the door was silent. No one heard the muffled
         shriek, one tired little scream, but upstairs in the next house, quite unaccountably, another child began to cry.
     

   



      
      
      1

      
      Everything was going to be all right. Everything will be perfectly fine. She forced herself to stand still, raise her hands
         from her sides and take a few deep breaths until she was tired of taking deep breaths and forgetting to let go. That was the
         problem, forgetting halfway through. Concentration was not her strong point. They’d said so in all those schools. Mustn’t
         get tense, always made things worse: must exercise control.
     

      
      Katherine would have gone to the ends of the earth on any day of the week to avoid a row, and quarrels tended to follow whenever
         tension took the upper hand. Hence the deep breathing, which made her feel stupid as well as weak. Silly really: might be
         simpler to have the row and get it over with, but he was bound to win. What with his background and her own, quarrelling should
         have been anathema to him as it was to her, but was not. Rows were awful; she could not even see how he could risk them, but
         he did and there it was. Shouting for pleasure was all right and she sometimes did so, but never for any other reason and
         certainly not in anger.
     

      
      Everything was going to be all right. There was just a ritual she had to go through now, just because the eggs for breakfast
         had been mislaid, sitting on some shop counter along with the soap (guilty, last-minute purchases these, from a corner shop
         where she liked to shop and chatter although David said their stock was as old as the hills). All that seemed small enough reason to be so angry, but she could not turn back and
         say you forget things too, you know, not often, but sometimes, it isn’t the end of the world. She kept quiet instead. Anything
         for peace.
     

      
      Not that silences were really peaceful: they were loaded, a pregnant silence throughout the house as David prepared to go
         off and see some client, taking Jeremy with him. That was another cause for insult if she had chosen to take the bait: he
         never left Jeremy alone with her, took him everywhere like a shadow as if he was bound to fall downstairs or cut a new tooth
         if left at home with his mother. A case of father love run riot: apparently the clients seemed to like it, made David look
         like a reliable sort of chap, she supposed without imagining for a minute he would take a baby with him for the sake of his
         image. There was no need, she thought, with a rush of affection: he is a reliable sort of a chap. Oh damn, damn, why had she
         forgotten those eggs, she was sure she had brought them home.
     

      
      Very quiet; too quiet. For reasons or pastimes better left unquestioned, Jeanetta was in her own room, mimicking Mummy by
         tidying up while Mummy herself tidied with less heart but more efficiency in the master bedroom. Saturday, and a slight feeling
         of disorientation because there was no structure, a gap of a morning, and industry was certainly Katherine’s second nature.
         Not always productive industry, but still work. What nonsense, thinking there was nothing to do: there was always plenty to
         do in this house and at some point, never certain, Sophie would be arriving. Lunch, tea, or both? David had not said, slyly
         arranging his appointment to coincide with a visit from his mother. Clever David.
     

      
      Looking for some pleasant anticipation in order to stave off that sense of failure and the something like panic which made
         her so foolish whenever David was angry, Katherine smiled. Thank God, there was Sophie today, a thought which half reconciled
         her to his being out. They could get into a huddle, Sophie and she, with Jeanetta chirping on the sidelines. Sophie talked
         about nothing and everything, repeated the gossip of her friends and neighbours without ever giving a fig about the so-called
         more important issues of the world and her avid astonishment at the doings of all these people was only the same as Katherine’s
         own. ‘And do you know what her daughter did? The one I told you about? Well, she’s only run off again …’ ‘No,’ Katherine would
         breathe, chin in hand over the seventh cup of tea, riveted to the chair in the telling of other people’s disasters, ‘Never!’
         Sophie would adjust, sit back in triumph. ‘Well, she did. Anyway, darling, what have you bought new since I saw you? Oh lovely,
         darling. Did I tell you about Mrs Major?’ Oh go on, go on, Katherine would urge, craving gossip which only Sophie could provide.
         Old friends from premarriage days had all been abandoned, only now with regret, and the newer ones were too sophisticated
         for such indulgence most of the time and she was, without ever admitting it, a little short of gossip in a street like this.
         Difficult to chat over a garden wall when the walls were twelve feet high with the houses beyond so very large. Never mind;
         even with the isolation, she found the road in which they lived quite beautiful.
     

      
      The thought of Sophie was temporary comfort, but only temporary. Katherine needed more than that to quell the feeling of reciprocal
         anger with him downstairs because the irritation was dangerous and he might think she was sulking, waiting for him to go.
         Which she was, in a manner of speaking, but not waiting and wanting. She needed something to bring back into focus the David
         she had known because life was quite unbearable without that man and all he brought with him. The day brightened. Early summer,
         sun streaming through the windows. Katherine shook the curtains and pulled them back. There was a smear on one of the panes which she rubbed with
         the inside of the curtain, another task circumvented for another day. The moss-green carpet where the sun lay was warm on
         her bare feet. Housework this morning would all be done thus, instead of wearing the favourite slippers, brown, fluffy slippers,
         which seemed, latterly, to have disappeared. David detested slippers, but any such footwear could well have been coveted by
         Jeanetta, who loved to put her small feet inside large shoes and hobble around like Granny. Idly, since there was no urgency
         in any task at the moment, Katherine took a look in the cupboard on the landing. Again, although she had looked before to
         see if she might spot these tasteless presents culled from one of Sophie’s markets, those places of stalls, crowds, colours
         and cheap goods which Katherine secretly loved, treasuring the slippers accordingly. No longer. Oh dear, oh dear. Always losing
         things. You’ll lose your head one day, my dear. Instead, the cupboard contained a jumble of other things, hidden by Jeanetta.
         Three toys which Katherine could not recognize. Oh God, not again. Now there really would be a row.
     

      
      ‘Jeanetta?’ she called. ‘What are you doing?’

      
      There was no reply other than the sound of shuffling and a slight cough. Probably the child hiding something else. Katherine
         did not persist, quickly covered the toys she did not recognize with Jeremy’s clothes and scuttled back into the bedroom,
         reattempted the deep breathing and tried, desperately, to think entirely positive thoughts.
     

      
      This involved sitting on the bed, just a bending at the slim waist for a moment, ready to smooth the rich cover when she rose,
         all such tidying motions automatic, giving self a lecture. Now come on … Whatever she lost or her daughter acquired with such
         habitual carelessness, there was still in this room a great number of things she could rightfully call her own. This quilted bedspread, for instance, well that always
         made her say, Katherine, you aren’t as bad as all that: you were clever enough to make this. Scraps of silk from shops and
         stalls where she had worked, cut into identical shapes, fashioned into this multi-shaded, blue and green bedspread of such
         proportions. Katherine allowed herself a moment of self-praise. However was it, in the days of poverty, the half-finished
         courses for which she never had quite the right qualifications, the flat with Mary and the scrappy, short-lived jobs in arty
         shops where she liked the smell without being terribly good at the work, had she managed to find so much silk? You’re like
         a little scavenger, Mary had said, not entirely disapproving: You’re selective, but messy.
     

      
      Something from nothing. All that work. Whether through half-baked education or scatter-brain or not, Katherine knew she was
         not possessed of an analytical mind, but as she sat on All That Work in the form of the bedspread she concluded with a shock
         that Something from Nothing was very much what she was this morning and if she died now, that could well be the sort of epitaph
         They might write on her gravestone. There was an oil painting in a gesso frame on the wall opposite, showing a bowl bursting
         full of anemones: she had chosen that, how lucky she was, such choices, such lovely things to accompany her life. Made her
         humble, reminded her not to react against David being as removed as he had been with his impatience cutting at them like a
         whip. Only the prospect of duty visitors of any kind made him like that, darling David. But she still had to remind herself
         what he was, thinking of him as her darling David while stroking the silk to feel her own tiny stitches, reminding herself,
         none too subtly but timely, of what she was. ‘I made you,’ she said to the bedspread, ‘and aren’t you lovely?’ Speaking out
         loud affection for objects loved was not strange for Katherine; merely an expression of delight and admiration although not an
         eccentricity everyone admired. The habit came from giving herself encouragement to make up for the fact that no one else did.
         I made you and David made me. No, that was wrong: she had been more like the painting, existing as it was, waiting to be chosen,
         perhaps pining a little for a good home. A princess waiting for the right courtier, but without any father to please. And
         all that unusual introspection triggered more of the memories, more of the gratitude. When David was coldly angry, like today,
         she often took refuge like this. It was hackneyed, it was sentimental: she knew it was, but the formula of romantic reminiscence
         still worked like a charm.
     

      
      Thought of herself was what she did, sitting sewing at a trade stand five years ago, looking after the wares for a man with
         the improbable name of Claud who had imported all the silk fabric on display, herself clutching part of this very bedspread
         while looking pretty in front of an already pretty stand for the princely sum of two pounds an hour. Architects, interior
         designers, retailers large and small, tripping round and looking, not really buying, which was why Claud entrusted her with
         this task while he lunched, as gregarious, promiscuous Claud loved to lunch in the same way he liked to take unprotesting
         Katherine to bed and pretend to employ her. Katherine absorbed, working on the bedspread, ready to answer questions about
         the silks, her long hair framing her face. Then this man, bearing no resemblance to anyone else, tall, solid, dark, smiling
         and conservative in contrast to all the effete designers, the mere sight of him a glorious shock and the voice even better.
         ‘Excuse me, I can’t pretend I want to buy any of these ridiculously expensive silks, but when you’ve finished, I would like
         to buy that …’ pointing to the bedspread. She had tucked the hair behind her ears, laughed the way she often laughed then despite all the complications of her life, a big laugh descending to an uncertain chuckle which
         revealed a clear skin and perfect teeth. ‘You really want this?’ her face twisted comically and one slender hand holding her
         work. Yes, yes, he had said, I really want this, looking straight down into her eyes. I want this for my house. I’ll come
         back tomorrow, shall I? Oh yes, do, as Claud reeled back, claiming ownership of everything. Watching the back of the man as
         he walked away, remembering the words, I really want this. She had worked half the night in a fever but he had not come back
         until the last day. Talked about nothing, said he was an architect but only looking for things for himself. Pity the bedspread
         was not finished. She was mesmerized, helpless under Claud’s jealous eyes to prevent the man walking away again, which he
         did, leaving only a card. Gone more than fifty agonizing yards when she saw his wallet left on the stand, got to her feet
         in her flowery summer pumps and orange taffeta skirt, grabbed that piece of warm leather and ran after him, pushing through
         the people, ‘… Stop, stop, you’ve left this,’ not realizing in the crush that the dark head, so much taller than the rest,
         had actually heard and stopped until she cannoned into him. ‘Whoa, what is it?’ both of them facing and smiling, she holding
         out the wallet like an offering. Him laughing and all of a sudden catching her by the waist and swinging her round in that
         crowd, so her feet left the ground, a hug so extravagant and unexpected it left her breathless with surprise. Nothing clandestine
         here, no shame in him at all. Only a meeting at an otherwise unsuccessful trade fair. Guiltily she remembered the abandoning
         of Claud, so abrupt it was shocking, not deserving the generosity of his forgiveness. But then, he was married himself; no
         right to be jealous.
     

      
      Oh get on, get on. Stop this, it has worked as it always works. Katherine put an end to the reverie. Turned off the switch on the picture of self five years before in long taffeta skirt and hoop earrings, rose off the bed, smoothing the cover,
         and hurried downstairs. A suggestion of his voice had floated up: a goodbye noise without contact and the sound of the door
         of the house slamming shut behind his Saturday bad mood. Suddenly she could not bear it and still in her bare feet with the
         door reverberating as she set out down the stairs, she reached the bottom two steps at a time to see his wallet on the walnut
         table in the hall. Never forgot anything, what a laugh: he’d be furious and naked without the only thing he ever did forget.
         Hateful, quite hateful when this ominous moodiness struck. Oh, David, don’t go like this, please: what’s the hurry? She opened
         the front door to the road, blinded by sunlight, took up the wallet and ran into the street after him. Please, David, don’t,
         not without a proper goodbye, even for a few hours: I’m supposed to look after you. That was her job and her pride. Down the
         steps, pink feet twinkling, running after him ungracefully, catching up on the other side of the road with Jeremy just placed
         in the car. He looked up in surprise, aware before he heard the sound of her slight and flying figure, something comic in
         her urgency. Unexpectedly, blessedly, he smiled. Caught her in his arms and kissed her neck.
     

      
      ‘Hey, hey, what’s the matter? What’s the rush?’

      
      She put her hands on his shoulders, looked up delighted with the smiling response, the morning’s anxiety swept away.

      
      ‘You forgot your wallet.’

      
      ‘Oh, clever girl. Running like that. Anyone would think you loved me.’

      
      ‘I do. Oh, I do. You know I do … Don’t be cross.’

      
      ‘Shhhh.’ Laughing still. ‘I’m not really cross. The neighbours will hear.’ The smile fading but not disappearing. ‘Kath, you
         aren’t wearing shoes on your feet and you’ve left the door open.’
     

      
      
      Katherine was controlled now, mollified and happy. ‘Yes, I know, I’m not staying. See you later.’

      
      ‘Keep Mother happy. Bye, darling. Can you manage?’

      
      ‘Course I can. Anything for you.’

      
      Balance restored. Everything was going to be all right. Katherine guarded the open door, waved him away and heard the friendly
         toot of the car horn with pleasure, wriggling her toes which were cold from the pavement. Stayed where she was for a moment.
         This morning she was wearing a cream skirt, nothing as lurid as that orange taffeta which would never have been accompanied
         then by the tiny little diamond stud earrings she wore now. So lucky. Something from nothing, waving to a man who was soon
         coming back. Today and every day. She hugged her arms to her chest. Nothing to do with being cold.
     

      
      When Susan Pearson Thorpe came out of her house, taking to her car her own logical mind and a bundle of goods for the ritual
         trip to the country, she had only managed a glimpse of that perfect skirt belonging to Beauty next door, noted with satisfaction
         the absence of shoes. Also noted, quite consciously, something she had regarded as the hallmark of the girl but not noticed
         in a while of brief exchanges, not that Susan noticed much first thing in the morning. Other people’s capacity for happiness
         always amazed her. Katherine, she thought with slight sourness and a headache, had that. Look at her. How refined she had
         grown in the years she had lived here, but not beyond the point of standing on her own doorstep and yelling, ‘What a lovely
         day,’ as she was now. And really, I mean absolutely meaning it. Katherine always meant what she said. No, it was not joie de vivre she was witnessing, although Katherine was certainly capable of exhibiting that without being able to define it; nor was
         it spontaneity, because Katherine was really quite reserved, but what she found remarkable was this ability to throw oneself into things without always, at the same time, thinking of something else. Susan
         supposed that after shouting these formal greetings and remarks like what a lovely day, Katherine would go indoors and throw
         herself at the bloody housework since they didn’t have any help, just like she’d thrown herself at the decorating of the house,
         only coming out of doors to glow with excitement, pregnant, talking about paintwork all the time. Such a girlish girl, really,
         and not what you might call worldly-wise, or not so’s you’d notice from Susan’s end of the spectrum.
     

      
      ‘You off for the weekend?’ Katherine yelled, still unnecessarily loud. She always spoke as if wanting to know. The same way
         she offered to help with something she could do, a nice eagerness, absolutely genuine. Dear Christ, thought Susan: there really
         are people like that. Cheerful and fit and healthy-looking. There must be a catch.
     

      
      ‘Shall I help you with those bags? They look awfully heavy.’

      
      ‘Awfully’ was a word Katherine never used to say. Saying it now meant an approved addition to her accentless English, a sign
         of moving in the right circles, but there was never a hint of affectation.
     

      
      ‘No, don’t bother. Sebastian will do it and anyway, you’ve got not shoes on. There’s some rather horrible-looking dirt on
         the pavement. Might even be our dog.’
     

      
      ‘Oh,’ said Katherine, grinning still, but slightly abashed. ‘I didn’t think of that.’

      
      ‘Well, you should.’ Susan had not meant to sound so severe, but Katherine’s mood survived the reminder.

      
      ‘Have a good time then. Bye.’

      
      Katherine meant to go back inside and did indeed step back over her own threshold, listening with one ear for sounds from
         Jeanetta indoors, but still watching covertly the grumbling of the neighbours as they loaded their way into that huge Volvo of theirs which resembled a hearse, Susan just a little bit breathless,
         probably from nagging all the time and barking at her children. She was really too plump, poor thing, thought Katherine, remembering
         the days of being a little like that herself and actually pitying Susan for it, since being plump had been awful. Perhaps
         this didn’t matter if you were like Susan, a bit of a feminist and a frightfully clever career woman, doing an important job
         (or so Susan always said in her condescending way) and earning stacks of money. Too clever and far too aggressive for easy
         communication between Katherine and herself, which one of them regretted. Katherine embraced friendship whenever it was offered:
         she would accept with wide-open arms.
     

      
      None of this stopped her noticing that the progress of this up-market family into their up-market car was slightly funny,
         or from thinking that Susan Pearson Thorpe was, in her own intimidating way, a frightful snob and slightly ghastly, to use
         one of Susan’s own favourite words, but she would have welcomed friendship all the same. Katherine giggled. Susan thought
         she was superior without hearing herself carping at her husband, sounding like a fishwife when she had been a bit pissed last
         time they came to supper. Calling her Sebastian a bore, which he was, rather, but still she should not have said so in public.
         I might not have those brains, Katherine thought, but I am nicer, and I’m glad I’ll never look like that, all bouncy and bossy.
     

      
      But laugh as she might, the fact that she was, somehow and all too often, clumsy in her dealings with others, was a feature
         those next door seemed to underline, together with many of the friends to whom she had been introduced. Mary had said something
         about it, in one of many lectures, long ago. You should be more selective, really you should, Kath. Don’t expect everyone to like you just because you want to be liked, it doesn’t work like that. David’s advice, roughly similar, all of
         it bringing about a withdrawal from her previous habit of offering affection like a puppy. Between them, she had acquired
         as a wife the shy reserve of her manners, and from far earlier than that was learned the lesson Thou shalt not be a nuisance.
         Nor talk too much. Never.
     

      
      The Volvo drove away, leaving the street empty apart from a vagrant pausing by the railing outside the opposite house. A new
         vagrant, whom Katherine noticed with a merely passing interest, poor things, common in these parts, but not at all disturbing
         today, though they sometimes were. She used to give them money if she had any, but other people said you shouldn’t or you’d
         never get rid. Still hugging her arms across her chest, Katherine smiled at him. Not much wrong with the world. Everything
         was all right. Except for those toys upstairs, waiting to be missed.
     

   



      
      
      2

      
      Monday again, the first of the month. The three women sat at the table by the window, two facing out, the third facing in.
         Monica and Jenny had bustled to their seats, chirping triumph at securing the only table with an entertaining view of the
         street, while in the way which was now usual, Katherine hung back, precise in her movements but slower, armed with a heavier
         bag, slightly deferential. The other two were so brisk and so certain, seated with coats accommodated before Monica had asked,
         ‘Did you want to sit this side, Katherine? I always want to call you Kate but you don’t suit Kate. Would you like this seat?
         All you can see is us,’ sitting comfortably in anticipation of refusal.
     

      
      ‘No, no, of course not. I’m fine here, really.’ She was cramped in the window against a dusty plant, looking gratefully towards
         her companions and the interior of Italian smells, pleased to sit still and pleased to see them. ‘Is this place cheap, expensive,
         or middling?’ she asked, merely conversational.
     

      
      ‘Very reasonable,’ said Monica. Reasonable by Monica’s standards did not mean cheap. ‘That’s why we come here so often. Service
         sluggish, food excellent. But you must have been here before, haven’t you, surely?’
     

      
      ‘Must I?’

      
      
      ‘Course you must. Come on, pass the cardboard. I’m starving.’

      
      ‘Christ,’ said Jenny. ‘Pasta … Oh no … garlic bread, puddings … Wine? One between three? None for you, you are strong-willed.
         Perrier again. What you eating, Katherine?’
     

      
      ‘I’m not terribly hungry. Just the salad, I think.’

      
      ‘What? Come on, come on …’ Monica was the loudest, bossiest, largest of the three, a contrast to Katherine’s slenderness,
         which she did not always envy, even with the interesting refinements of a pale face set off by high collar and beige cloth
         like paint with a dull, expensive sheen. Monica was wearing a cardigan which she called the dreamcoat, multicoloured, covered
         with birds and elephants cavorting together. ‘The kids love it,’ she explained. ‘So does the office. Besides, it hides a multitude
         of sins.’ Katherine loved it too. Jenny wore neat black trousers, pristine blouse slightly marred by egg stain on the cuff
         which she shuffled out of sight, an automatic reaction against Katherine’s comparative elegance. Katherine had the knack of
         making her feel the unplucked eyebrows, bristly legs and clumsier shoes, since while Jenny always meant to be neat, the resolution
         rarely survived the early morning battle with two children. By that time nothing mattered as much but she always wondered
         how Katherine emerged so unscathed.
     

      
      ‘Come on, come on. Oh, I say, Kate, did you manage to bring those samples? Jenny said you might be able …’

      
      ‘I’m loaded,’ said Katherine, smiling and gesturing the carpet bag beside her. ‘One set each. One dozen pieces, one metre
         square. Awfully nice, I hope you think. Should be enough to make a few cushions, small table-cloth, that kind of thing. Anything
         else you want, you can use my account at the shop and I’ll get you something off. Sort of discount.’
     

      
      The two window-facing women looked at one another. ‘Oh, you are an angel,’ Monica almost shouted. ‘Tell you what, lunch is on me.’
     

      
      ‘No, no, I couldn’t possibly …’

      
      ‘Oh yes you could, you could, let’s look … No, food first.’

      
      ‘You paying for me as well?’ asked Jenny.

      
      ‘Not bloody likely. You don’t carry bags of swag like good old Kate. Come on, come on, food. Only got an hour. Well, maybe
         a bit more. Where’ve you put your shopping, Jen, by the door? Don’t know why you think no one would steal all that food. I
         sure as hell would.’
     

      
      Monica was nice, Jenny thought, an irrelevant thought for a friend she had known for years. She ceased to think of them in
         terms of nice, nasty, clever, beautiful: they were simply there, totally acceptable, defensible against any outside criticism,
         or at least Monica was. They didn’t discuss their own virtues much, save to dwell on how busy they were, or how guilty. Monica
         was there like a highly coloured rock, met over lunch or kitchen tables for ever. No face swam into focus when she thought
         of Monica, no comments, except nice, funny. But with Katherine, the newer recruit, picked up as Monica put it, via a successful
         husband, the face was still novel enough for scrutiny and words, such as fresh, pretty, elegant race-horse, pale and above
         all, sweet; the proportion of sugar unimportant and undecided. She watched Katherine in the act of leaning over the back of
         her chair, adjusting her handbag. Must be worried about someone pinching it, well brought up girl, rich enough to take care
         of money. They might all be bursting at the seams with mortgages, cars, school fees, nannies and the second house, but there
         were always those times when cash was short for lunch. Monica was paying today and as Jenny was also recipient of Katherine’s
         bounty, she would share the cost. Jenny looked at Katherine. No, this one would never bear the description of good old Kate, wasn’t the right dimensions for good old anything, somehow lacking in Monica’s
         tousled sophistication, but sweet, very sweet.
     

      
      ‘Katherine, where the devil did you get that dress? Wonderful, makes you look like a pencil.’

      
      ‘She is like a pencil,’ Monica shouted, peering over the menu.

      
      ‘Oh … This dress?’ Katherine flustered slightly, pointing to the high linen collar. Of course I meant this dress, what other
         dress would I mean, thought Jenny, mildly irritated, noticing for the first time how Katherine repeated like a parrot, the
         way she had when first met and even did in her own house.
     

      
      ‘Oh, this? David bought it for me, actually.’

      
      ‘Good of him,’ said Monica. ‘I wouldn’t trust mine inside a clothes shop. He’d come out with a duster and anyway he’d never
         think of it. Your back, he says: you dress it. Not very well as it happens. Fancy having a chap like that. Must be wonderful.’
     

      
      ‘Oh, it is nice,’ said Katherine. ‘He also buys food and cleans up a lot.’ She’d been thinking such mean and disloyal thoughts
         about David, she felt bound to do him justice and praise him out loud. Thinking kind thoughts was often necessary to make
         her actually feel them. Jenny did a check to see if her carrier bags by the door were still in place.
     

      
      ‘Good God. You’re wedded to a paragon. I suppose he feeds the baby too?’

      
      ‘Well, yes, he likes things like that.’

      
      She looked awkward when the other two burst into short, comfortable laughter. Monica touched her arm, a gesture of apology.
         ‘Sorry, Kath, we aren’t laughing at you. He’s only doing what they’re supposed to do, but only ever do once in a while, to
         say the least. And he’s so big. I like to think of him like that, big, handsome David, in a pinny in the middle of the night with the Johnson’s baby powder. Wonderful.’
     

      
      Oh, dear, this was hardly giving David a good image either. There must be a better way to describe him without making him
         seem such a sissy. A line of magazine script swam across Katherine’s mind and her brow cleared.
     

      
      ‘He’s the new man, then. The modern man.’

      
      ‘In that case,’ said Monica, snapping shut the menu and waving vigorously towards one disinterested waiter who sensed the
         presence of three women as the beginning of small, weight-conscious orders and no tips, ‘mine is out of the ark.’
     

      
      ‘What do you mean, out of the ark? Doesn’t he do the dishes?’

      
      ‘You mean put them in the machine? No. Sometimes. He pretends not to know how it works.’

      
      Does he, Katherine wanted to ask, require everything to be polished, throw away toys before they cease to be favourites? Or
         have an appetite for love-making which required daily relief? She wanted to know, wished Monica would say. Katherine wanted
         either of them to moan or recite the problems of their daily existence so she could sympathize, add her own and find they
         were the same. She supposed they were, without being sure. But neither ever wanted to play this game: Monica was never in
         the mood for secrets. Husband bashing as she called it.
     

      
      ‘Now listen, people. We are not foregathered to discuss the better half. May mine remain a mystery, even to me. Come on, Katherine,
         show us the means to beautify our houses. I can’t wait till after, really I can’t.’
     

      
      Katherine’s back against the window was uncomfortably warm. She was shading them from the sunlight while they looked beyond
         her into the street. She looked into the restaurant, disheartened by the deliberate quelling of intimacy since it would have been so comforting to compare notes, but still exhilarated to be free for an hour or two, with the help of a
         lie or two, perhaps longer, sitting with her peers, accepted and even popular, the fifth time they’d asked her towards their
         warmth. The announcement of the strictish lunch timetable was a disappointment because she could have sat here for hours,
         even alone. She liked to sit. In a moment, rushing by the irrelevancy of food, which Monica ate quickly, Susan diligently
         and Katherine hardly at all, their corner of the room would become her emporium. Sample bag off the floor, swatches of material
         displayed; she would please them and it was a joy to please. Mr Isaacs, David’s friend and her employer in his temple of interior
         design, would not approve of Katherine’s gathering of the remnants of stock for her wealthy but bargain-seeking friends. No
         windfalls here, darling, he would say if he knew. And besides, what did twenty-four separate metres matter when he ordered
         by the ton? Swatches from Italy, luxurious covering for otherwise undistinguished windows and ever improving lives. Women,
         he said, spend more on this even than clothes, I ask you, even more than clothes and that’s saying something. Why not, Katherine
         had said; what better could they do? They were spending more on Katherine’s area of expertise, her pride and joy. Over the
         materials dumped on the table she smiled in benediction.
     

      
      ‘God, these are gorgeous.’ Monica speaking in tones of reverence. After children, she had become almost aggressively lacking
         in vanity for her appearance, hopelessly acquisitive for her house, comforted by the fact that Jenny and other contemporaries
         were even worse, as if all of them had decided simultaneously that household fabrics were more enduring than flesh. ‘How do
         you choose? You are clever, Katherine: what do you reckon for the bathroom? I can see the place now, welcoming this little
         lot with open arms.’ So can I, thought Jenny, amused by the sight of Katherine’s flushed face, tinged with embarrassment in the knowledge of pleasing, basking
         in their approval; oh dear, I hope she doesn’t think we’re using her for what we can get. No, she wouldn’t think that surely,
         not really true. She folded the material, ready to stuff it into the bag of more mundane shopping acquired en route from the office, her guilt lessened by her share of the lunch bill and another peek at Katherine’s glorious dress, still
         sitting neatly below the gazelle-like face. Remembered to ask, ‘How’re the kids, Katherine?’ ‘Fine, absolutely fine.’ Asked
         as an afterthought, answered vaguely, although again, Katherine wanted to elaborate. Only this time, like Monica on the subject
         of husbands, it seemed disloyal to parade her own concern in front of two mothers who were so successful with their offspring
         while she knew she was not. Biting back questions, she held her tongue, afraid to show ignorance. Jenny forgot that she and
         Monica had talked of little else, houses, new food, décor, but always back to the children. Re-embarked now, the mere mention
         of the word bringing forth a flood of undiscovered news. Permissible if not mandatory themes as soon as all those round the
         table were similarly blessed or afflicted, depending on the mood, nothing more fascinating, assumed to be more riveting than
         What does he eat? Katherine had remained silent, nodding understanding, not contributing, picturing the two of her own, the
         thought of them making her mouth dry and the food taste of nothing but sand.
     

      
      Monica’s Italian designs lay on the table, very flat. They had not captivated so entirely after all. Katherine shifted slightly
         while she sipped coffee with more decorum than the other two, smiled. Georgiana, Antigiano, Monteverni, Romana, she knew them
         all. Such colours, Alexia, Veneta, names like glamorous women, against white walls and muted carpets, granting a lift and
         a dignity to a thing, exquisite. The sun streamed on to blue and gold, green and pink, blessed them, while Katherine smiled and smiled, leant forward and picked
         from the grubby cloth one of her own golden hairs, frowned at it, examined it, twitched it between her fingers, knotted it,
         twisted it and finally placed it beneath the table while the others talked. Both of them competitive where she was not, one
         a company administrator, one directing an advertising agency, Katherine vague as to where and how, supposed she ought to have
         known, but they would still have liked to go home for the afternoon. In that respect, Katherine considered her own plans preferable.
         She could have postponed going home for a long time.
     

      
      So they parted. Bumping between tables. Christ, late again, Monica muttered, squinting at the open air. Taxi? Only a couple
         of quid, looking for a sharer to accompany her own direction; such profligacy. Other way for me, said Katherine, taking on
         board the Lovely to see yous with a flush of pink pleasure, standing back while they lurched away the short distance back
         to their desks.
     

      
      Remaining on the pavement, self-consciously shading her examination from passers-by and as a preliminary to taking a taxi
         herself, Katherine was free to examine the contents of her purse. She walked a few steps, puzzled. There was so much less
         in there than she remembered: Thank Heavens Monica had paid for the lunch; the thought of such embarrassment made Katherine
         blush. She couldn’t have borne to look like the sponging friend, even less to have been one, couldn’t have borrowed casually,
         the way they sometimes did. Having enough was a matter of acute pride. Ah well, the richer the house, the lesser the cashflow,
         or so she had read, and the lack of coinage was only a reflection; hadn’t that often been a subject of conversation between
         them? Let them taxi: she walked, one mile and another mile to the door of the health club. Three o’clock class, duty and pleasure, possibly even more conversation before and after the mid-afternoon, midclasses
         housewives’ sweat. Must keep your figure, David had said, and paid for the subscription. She checked in the bag again. Towel
         from home, shampoo siphoned into small container from large economy one, track suit old, worn and clingy, but still a nice
         colour, pink, and a good foil for her blonde hair.
     

      
      She had closed the bag, so automatic was the check, before she realized the track suit was not actually there, stopped again.
         Gone. These two reminders of rotten, irresponsible memory, at war with her own, clear recollection of placing the kit in the
         bag and the money in the purse, were horribly disturbing, but the sun shone and she shrugged them away. Borrow left-over stuff
         at the gym, get going. Call yourself an efficient housewife, standing on the pavement, doing nothing: get going, before anyone
         notices you looking silly.
     

      
      Not enough food in her very slightly swollen stomach to interfere with the purpose, although her comfort was more the changing
         room than the shining floor of the studio gym. A room full of half-dressed women, thriving in all sizes, groaning, joking
         and laughing. ‘Spent all day trying to talk myself out of this,’ said one. ‘You never,’ said another. ‘Hallo, Katherine. What
         a great dress …’ Hallo, hallo, her best, beatific smile of great affection for the regulars escaping from other furious disciplines
         to subdue the irregular body to the torture of exercise, then titivate the hair, straighten the crumpled clothes to wear them
         better, emerge office-bound or home-bound, newish women. But no intimacies here either. Something I do wrong, Katherine had
         once wondered, dismissing the thought behind her own pleasure in being part of the camaraderie. Perhaps I’m too thin, too
         streamlined, too smartly dressed for this lumpy, bumpy crew, and that thought was not displeasing. She had never mastered the art of dressing down; emerged either polished perfect, like the house,
         or nothing, with no untidy edges either way. And none could doubt the dedication of Katherine Allendale, whom no one ever
         called Kate. She stood midway through the class, thin and strong as a ballerina, no surplus flesh to quiver even when she
         ran, which she did with effortless determination until the perspiration gleamed on her long throat and disappeared into the
         crevice of her small cleavage. Teachers were puzzled and delighted with a pupil like Katherine, at once enthusiastic and so
         absolutely literal. If you shouted, ‘Jump higher! Go on, pull! Come on, squeeze those buttocks,’ she did as commanded as if
         her life depended on it. If you said, ‘Reach for the ceiling,’ she really tried to touch, stretching her fingers and extending
         her slender arms for a quite extraordinary distance, while the others aimed for halfway and never beyond pain. Nicer for never
         pretending it was easy or saying it was natural. No problems about borrowing Katherine’s towel, brush, comb, etc., she even
         waters the ferns in the foyer. Can never persuade her to buy a new leotard, though. She fingers them on the stand, likes the
         touch and look of them, but never ever buys. Hair slicked back into a thick mane, Katherine stretched and pulled, deferring
         her favourite place in the classroom to another who simply stood there. Let her: it wasn’t important. Everyone liked her.
     

      
      Four o’clock. High and low point of a regular enough kind of day. Katherine sat in the café on the corner behind the gym,
         relaxed for the first time. The afternoon was dying; the sunshine from faraway lunchtime gone to bed behind cloud which sent
         gobs of rain splodging on the windows. Steam had begun to fog the inside of the glass. She began to drink her tea laced with
         sugar, savouring it as the most delicious thing to be had in any afternoon. Katherine adored cafés like this, not cafés à la bentwood chairs, espressos, croissants, but caffs with large, cheap cups of tea, tables occupied by one, a
         slight fug and smells of overused fat, bacon and toast. The caffs of her childhood and adolescence, where no one noticed when
         she sat alone; being thus almost de rigueur in the wasteland of late afternoon. Neither was it assumed you could afford to eat, the lack of cash a common denominator,
         comfort almost free and conversation an optional extra. She felt utterly at home, wrapped in the smell of baked beans, writing
         on a scrap of paper her order of preparation for the evening meal at home. Things so tight on one hand, so luxurious on the
         other, symptoms she had come slowly to recognize as such odd features of so many of the lives she knew. She had read that
         in a magazine too. All about how the bigger the house, the less money in it to pay the milkman. Nothing abnormal in hers after
         all.
     

      
      Cheered by that particular thought, Katherine wrote, ‘Avocado mousse; defrost. Halibut? With wild rice?’ The thought of rice
         being wild made her smile: odder juxtapositions of words often did that to her. ‘Mousse au chocolat’ for pudding. No, not
         two mousses, or was it mice in plural? she smiled again. Sorbet then, fresh from the freezer. The slight sickness which always
         followed an hour’s strenuous exercise had by now receded, came back again with unabsorbed lunchtime lettuce. She looked at
         her list of tasks. Dinner on the go by half past eight, children first. Screams and yells when she dragged Jeanetta away from
         next door’s Mrs Harrison, who always made it seem as if she was doing them a favour, instead of the more simple arrangement
         of being paid. Both carried home to be fed with sludge in the big kitchen. Jeremy’s was sludge food, Jeanetta turned hers
         into sludge before devouring it. Katherine thought wistfully of an egg and bacon sandwich, baked potato with butter, popcorn.
         Anything sniffing of fat, sugar, starch. Uncurled her long spine from the plastic-covered bench, prepared to leave for home.
         She wished she looked forward to seeing her children, but she did not.
     

      
      From the opposite end of the caff, with a cold radiator at his back, John Mills regarded her sourly and wondered what she
         was smiling about, probably the laughable vision of himself, or more probably the joke just practised on him. As he turned
         in his pocket the plastic card which identified him as charity worker for Child Action Volunteers, he could not dismiss the
         vision of his wasted, humiliating afternoon and imagined everyone knew. Knocking politely on a door, meeting an old lady who
         was shapeless and malevolent, poking her head out like an angry cockerel.
     

      
      ‘What you want?’ Even the arms of her had quivered, the head moving back and forth as if revolving by remote control from
         a massive neck.
     

      
      ‘Oh, I hope you don’t mind, Mrs Harrison …’

      
      ‘I’m not Mrs Harrison, I’m Mrs Jones.’

      
      ‘Of course you are. Well anyway, Mrs Jones, I hope you don’t mind …’ putting on his best lopsided, half-concerned grin, ‘…
         but a friend of yours asked me to call and see if by any chance you need some help with the children …’
     

      
      ‘Oh yes, which friend was that?’ ‘Friend’ was spat and Mrs Jones’s arms snapped shut across her chest.

      
      ‘I forget the name, she’s a neighbour of yours.’ He pretended to look in his pockets, at the same time darting glances round
         her to peer through the basement doorway beyond, looking for clues. The search distracted him: he did not notice at first
         that she was laughing, the fleshy bulk shuddering with the arms on the chest moving fractionally on a soft bed of bosom. ‘Ooooh,
         aaaagh … she’s really done it this time, have to give her top marks. What a liberty, scraping the bottom of the barrel that is, setting the NSPCC on to
         me …’
     

      
      ‘I’m not the NSPCC,’ he started.

      
      ‘Same bloody thing, I bet, and I don’t give a sod what you are. Encylopaedia salesman one day, social services last month
         and the RSPCA last week, she sent. That was more like it, at least I’ve got a cat.’
     

      
      ‘About the children,’ he started again. ‘Children?’ she shrieked. ‘Children? You silly git. Wanna come in and look? You can
         take my old man to the knacker’s yard if you want but children? You must be joking.’ She thrust a huge face towards his. ‘I’m
         seventy-four, you silly fool. And you’ve been had.’
     

      
      John Mills squirmed at the memory. He should have been beyond the anguish of this shame, but it still afflicted him as he
         stared into his watery coffee, feeling quite capable of hitting that slender woman opposite for the mere fact of her beautiful
         clothes and her unselfconscious smiling. Katherine rose to go.
     

      
      Six o’clock. Monica crashed through the door of her own house, the shopping on either side doubling her own width and making
         her feel fat. She’d been thinking on the way home how she really ought to go to that gym place Katherine Allendale had mentioned.
         No, don’t really want to, no time and God alone knows I ought to be fit, climbing stairs, humping this lot about, cleaning,
         cooking, fighting, gardening even. Whatever the money there never seemed anyone else to do the work. Buys the groceries, does
         he, David Allendale? What a joke. Must tell Colin that; also about David buying dresses. The same David Allendale who was
         about to supervise the construction of a conservatory for Monica’s own house, something akin to one she had spied elsewhere, but nothing to approximate to Katherine’s kitchen. Not only was Katherine thin
         with a gorgeous house, but the man indoors did most of the shopping while she remained untroubled and generous. Monica manoeuvred
         round the door, only slightly angered by such transient thoughts, conscious as soon as she entered of who was in and who was
         not. Husband a few miles off, discussing plans with David Allendale, plenty of discussing the way he liked. At least she knew
         where he was, which was something of a luxury. Guess who would, after all the discussions, clean up the sawdust, brick dust
         and any other kind of dust while the children rolled. Shit. ‘Mummy, Mummy, Mummeee …’ shrieks from the corner of the stairs
         facing the front door, howls of joy and argument from above. The first of two boys launched himself towards her from the landing,
         head first, like a human sledge across the carpeted treads, braking with his hands, slithering down at horrible speed in a
         series of bumps. A new turn, this, designed to bring heart to mouth. She did not pause for breath, expelled her opening shout
         even as her bags hit the floor.
     

      
      ‘For Christ’s sake! How often do I have to say, Don’t do that!’ He was at her feet, undeterred, face upturned in a grin, trousers
         descended across bottom through contact with the carpet. ‘Hallo, hallo.’
     

      
      ‘You little blackmailer,’ she said, scooping him up and cuffing him lightly. ‘You gorgeous little sod.’

      
      Jenny’s house was like Monica’s, four miles to the north-west of the Allendales’, comfortably close for dinner. All their
         houses formed a triangle with the Allendales’ at the spiritual centre, Jenny’s and Monica’s, of course, less grand and half
         the size, but still substantial, and though neither of them would have countenanced such a description, comfortably rich,
         as they were themselves. Jenny had thought once, noticing the cast of the furniture, how much her house resembled Monica’s, with
         similar ideas, sofas, chairs of roughly the same shape, the same type of kitchen made to look as if it belonged in a country
         mansion. She shrugged off the slight annoyance which afflicted her at the thought of being so influenced by an old friend,
         stared at the conclusion reasonably and told herself, yes she was, and why not. Besides, they all influenced one another,
         were never as individualistic as they seemed, all went in the same sort of directions in pursuit of style, shopping carefully,
         only sometimes rashly, led by the nose and the credit cards in pursuit of some image of excellence; of course they would have
         similar things.
     

      
      Only difference in her house, setting it apart from Monica’s and far removed from Katherine’s, was the mess. Jenny could not
         control the mess, while Monica, who emerged dressed like a tribeswoman, expensive ethnic festooned with tassels, colours and
         swinging earrings, put her house under strict orders not to follow suit, and it more or less obeyed. Jenny’s was clean of
         course, but without a single clear floor or surface and whatever she did, objets and objects crept out of hiding places and became a kind of universal litter. All to do with design, David Allendale had
         said. With the greatest of respect, nothing in your living room is in the right place. There is never a cupboard within easy
         reach where you do not have to cross a floor to open the door: no wonder you don’t. And don’t range your furniture round the
         walls like sentinels, of which you have too many, by the way, and as for your kitchen, it is fashioned to impede rather than
         assist. He had been generous with free advice when he and Katherine had sat over dinner, nibbling at collapsed meringue after
         over-seasoned casserole, not a well-matched menu either. She supposed she would come to copy Monica in the end, and one day soon. Let the man in to do his worst.
     

      
      Jenny’s house was silent, not a scene of devastation exactly, but bearing the traces of two daughters about the same age as
         Monica’s brood. Copycat, I am, thought Jenny. I’d like a house like Katherine’s really, would I: one where I opened the door
         to the vague fragrance of pot-pourri in every room like hers without any spilled on the floor. Daughters were not in evidence.
         She had forgotten: they were staying overnight with grandmother: she should have remembered their being wild with excitement
         at the very idea as though it had never happened before and by tomorrow, doting grandma would be on her knees silly with exhaustion
         but still game for more. Jenny had looked forward to the break, actually craved the time while saying, Are you sure, are you
         really sure, but now, quite perversely, she already missed them, wanted an armful of child in the way she might have wanted
         food. Yearned for the feeling of small bones on her lap with fingers smearing egg on her collar, could almost have called
         out for them. The feeling passed like a flush, but for a moment, if she had thought they would not be back for the space of
         a week, she would have screamed. Silence. She shouted upstairs for her husband even while knowing he was out and in any event
         no substitute. Anything to dispel the calm, the dreadful vacuum of their absence.
     

      
      Katherine let herself in to blissful silence. Her house was bigger and better than either of the other two, with its proximity,
         through a series of grand and leafy avenues, to the edge of Hyde Park giving a different perspective. The other advantages
         of Katherine’s house were several decades of age behind the other two modern versions of success, less utilitarianism and
         far more waste of space, each room infinitely bigger and better and every ceiling higher. The street outside had the benefit of large, mature chestnut trees, the pride of the road, celebrating a century of growth. She and David had always
         occupied this house, he first, she following, thrilled to enter such a castle, such sublime safety. Since then David had refined
         the house, altered it, polished it, indoctrinated Katherine in every aspect of every corner. Theirs was designed to be a house
         inviting admiration since if it failed to do so, those wealthy clients would not talk of it as they did now, or consult David
         with such regularity in the hope of achieving comparable effects in their own. The house managed to be unpretentious, clever
         was all, with a way of seeming endless. Give a place a vista, Monica had joked, standing in a kitchen all wood and Italian
         tiles, but with armchairs rather than ordinary chairs, covered in fabric more vibrant than the dreamcoat. That’s the bit defeats
         me, Monica had said: I’d never have thought of handsome armchairs for a kitchen, seems sinful somehow. There were elegant
         French windows to the broad back garden, and neatly placed at the end of the kitchen, fully viewable from the cooker, sink
         or table, an alcove playroom where the sun shone through. Jeanetta’s playroom, soon to be shared by baby Jeremy, who already
         crawled in that direction as he did towards anything new. At one stage before the life of this kitchen, there had been three
         small rooms in the same space, which was half the huge ground floor. The playroom had been either scullery or maid’s room
         in halcyon days, while the business end of the kitchen now incorporated machinery behind wooden doors which somehow deadened
         the sound, leaving the alcove room for childish recreation. David, with David’s natural economy, had preserved all the original
         doors, told Katherine he would find a use for them, like everything else she was clearly instructed not to reject. She had
         obeyed faithfully, discarding nothing at all, miserly even with rubbish. Odd earrings, beads from broken necklaces, broken bangles, laddered tights, worn-out clothes, her own and the children’s, filled drawers and cupboards, neatly
         folded and stacked until he had said, ‘Not everything, darling: I meant anything of use.’ He had taken away the pile of broken
         jewellery and had it set into one long necklace, earrings and beads fashioned together into a rope, a talking piece with such
         history and an act of such imaginative kindness she was tearful on receipt, it was so beautiful. David’s generostiy could
         feature such inventive flair, and then, as often, she loved him to distraction. The baby clothes and her redundant garments
         had been shipped to Oxfam with less ceremony, apart from the evening things left in the playroom for Jeanetta to dress up.
     

      
      Katherine thought of this as she went upstairs to her dressing room, took off the beige creation, donned wool slacks, cashmere
         sweater, the necklace and flat shoes, a swift operation carried out in silence, but not without thought. On her way in, she
         had seen the vagrant again, lolling against the car, and she had not told him to move, as David would certainly have done.
         She took off the sweater, feeling the softness of it with great, ever renewable pleasure. Then put on another sweater, the
         ribbed, tight-fitting one David liked better. I am so lucky, she thought, so terribly lucky. Change one cashmere sweater for
         another and I might never have owned the one. In a place where Katherine had endured part of her early childhood, all clothes
         had been pooled, never owned, but savagely laundered into brittle, scentless cleanliness, scraping against the skin, and now
         this wool, soft as down against her face. She never forgot the contrast.
     

      
      Above her head she could hear David talking in the second-floor room which served as his studio and office. Mercifully large,
         this house; ample room for three bedrooms and two bathrooms first floor, David’s suite and the children’s quarters on the second. Beyond that, there was the underdeveloped attic floor, skylight constructed as the first step towards an alternative
         sitting room, the smaller room next door still without a light. David wanted to turn his genius towards this space when his
         plans were sanctioned. As it was, the top floor was bare and swept, but unwelcoming, the only part of the house of which she
         was faintly ashamed, and because of the bare darkness, slightly nervous, imagining as she fell to sleep, the sound of footsteps
         and scurrying insects on the empty boards.
     

      
      Nearly six o’clock. Collect the kids from next door in fifteen minutes. Jeremy would be tired, a long day for him, even in
         the unlikely event of Jeanetta behaving herself and allowing him to sleep. Katherine thought how lovely it would be if Mrs
         Harrison had given them something to eat, bathed them, so that all she had to do was dump them into bed. Neat and trim, even
         taking neat steps, hair loosened from the headband which had subdued it in the gym, smelling sweetly of her own perfume which
         David chose, Katherine went upstairs and knocked on the door, entered in the same movement, an intrusion only allowed with
         advance permission by long-standing tradition. ‘If I’m still in the studio at six,’ he had said, ‘come and knock at the door.
         Colin Neill will have gone on about the plans for his extension long enough by then. Wish he’d send his wife, what’s her name,
         Monica? Much more sensible and to the point. Her man has more money than sense, never wants to spend it.’ By this time, he
         had been talking to himself over the breakfast crumbs, simultaneously chucking Jeremy under the chin and glaring at Jeanetta.
         ‘That child needs her hair trimmed, it looks awful. Anyway, come in and save me if he’s still there at six, OK?’ ‘OK,’ she had agreed, complying with the directive as the grandfather clock on the ground floor struck four chimes out of
         six, entering David’s room with the happy stride acquired through the pleasures of her afternoon.
     

      
      
      The studio ran the length of the house, light pouring from gracious windows at either end. From the back, David could see
         into the south-facing garden, look down towards the steps which swept from the kitchen windows to the lawn, and there stood
         his drawing board, a device he could move to the other end of the room if the light was better. A room designed for work rather
         than comfort, but like all the rooms, welcoming. There were pale rattan blinds to maximize the light, the pragmatism of the
         place softened again by the shape and fabric of two enormous chesterfields angled round a Persian carpet at the street end,
         beautiful, slightly worn fabrics for both as if they had been the priceless possession of a gentleman’s club, forming an area
         where people sat and never wanted to rise. With a division of labour which had become a familiar hallmark, David had provided
         the symmetry of design for this room, while Katherine provided the colour. She noticed the plants cascading on to the floor
         from the walnut table which stood over the rug and saw they were in need of a little attention. One of the trailing stems
         was beginning to go brown. David’s client, feeling every inch the guest, was touching the healthy leaves. The glance he gave
         in her direction turned from one of brief and familiar admiration into a broad smile. What a nice man, she thought. Under
         David’s protection, she thoroughly enjoyed male appreciation, preened a little.
     

      
      ‘Would you two workers like a drink? Come on, don’t talk so hard.’

      
      Monica Neill’s husband leapt to his feet, approached with hand extended, shook hers and held it a fraction longer than necessary
         for someone who needed no introduction. David sat where he was, using Katherine’s arrival to begin a casual rolling of the
         plans in front of him.
     

      
      ‘Hallo, hallo! How well you look, Katherine. Good God, is that the time? David,’ turning to him, ‘I’m so sorry, I’ve kept you. Monica will berate me.’ Katherine could not imagine
         what form the berating would take, but understood the general picture, smiled and shook her head.
     

      
      ‘Gather you girls had lunch today?’ said Colin heartily.

      
      ‘Yes, we did. It was lovely.’ The response was warm although Colin stumbled over the words, thinking as he spoke of how Monica
         would react to the description ‘you girls’: probably slap him for the suggestion of condescension. Katherine would never think
         like that. ‘Meantime,’ said David lazily, ‘yes, these boys would like a drink, I think. Gin, Colin? Go on, to wrap up business?’
     

      
      David was so good at this; no one knew when they were being given twenty minutes’ notice to leave. Katherine recognized the
         talent, admired it while she was frozen before awkward visitors like an animal in headlamps unless he helped her. Otherwise
         the dislike would show on her face. ‘By the way,’ David added, as Katherine turned her graceful back on them towards the inconspicuous
         kitchenette, ‘don’t worry about the kids. Mrs Harrison phoned. They’ve all been out to the zoo or something, Jeanetta got
         filthy and was dunked in the bath, and now she’s feeding them all. Probably in rather the same fashion as the lions. Says
         she’ll bring them round at half six.’
     

      
      ‘Oh,’ said Katherine. ‘Oh, lovely, how very kind of her.’ Her face brightened further in the promise of an evening without
         conflict, no kids’ food, no rows. Colin Neill absorbed without realizing the cue to leave before 6.30. It occurred to him fleetingly how no one appeared to come to this house without express invitation, no doorbell ringing
         of casual callers; how nice. Wondered if it was his imagination which saw in her shoulders a great shrug of relief when told
         about the children. He would not have blamed her since he always thought Monica fussed too much. Children could be a pain. They stopped a wife being a wife, and Katherine was a real wife.
         He watched her tranquil progress with envy.
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