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Chapter 1

‘I just want to know,’ Katerina said slowly, ‘whether your intentions towards my mother are honourable.’

And despite the fact that it was snowing hard, she stood her ground in the doorway, refusing to allow Ralph inside.

‘What a little darling you are.’ He grinned and ruffled her hair, because he knew how much it annoyed her. ‘And whatever did your disgraceful mother ever do to deserve such a daughter? If you were a few years older, Kat, I swear I’d whisk you off to Gretna Green myself.’

‘Ah, but would I be silly enough to go? Besides, we aren’t talking about my marital prospects,’ she continued, her expression stern. ‘I asked you a question and I’m still waiting for an answer.’

‘Of course. Are my intentions honourable?’ Frowning, he paused for a second to consider his reply. Snowflakes, melting in his hair, were sliding down his neck. It was very cold. ‘No, sorry,’ he said finally. ‘Absolutely not.’

Katerina shrugged. ‘That’s all right, then,’ she replied cheerfully, stepping to one side and waving him through. ‘Mum can’t stand honourable men. She’s in the kitchen, by the way, dyeing her hair.’

‘Go away,’ grumbled Izzy, her voice muffled, her head plunged upside down in the sink. ‘You’re early.’

‘No, I’m not.’ Ralph pinched her bottom, denim-clad  and excitingly stuck out. ‘You’re late. What colour is it going to be, anyway?’ Peering more closely at the mass of curling, dripping hair, he saw that the rinsed-off water in the washing-up bowl was an ominous shade of indigo.

The final jug of hot water cascaded down, splashing into the sink and on to the floor. When Izzy had wrung out her hair and wrapped an enormous pink towel turban-style around her head she resumed vertical posture and planted a wet kiss on Ralph’s cheek before he could dodge out of the way.

‘Glossy Blackberry. It’ll be irresistible, darling.’

She was already irresistible, he thought as he followed her through to the cluttered living room - untidy, but irresistible. And although they were supposed to be going to a party in Hampstead he was beginning to have second thoughts about it now, despite the fact that an extremely useful film producer was rumoured to be attending. It would take Izzy at least an hour to get herself done up and it was arctic outside. The prospect of a quiet night in - just the two of them in front of the fire - was becoming increasingly inviting.

‘Going out?’ he asked hopefully, addressing Katerina. Stretched out across the entire length of the cushion-strewn sofa with her bare legs dangling over the arm, she was engrossed in a book.

She didn’t even bother to look up. ‘No.’

Why couldn’t Katerina be like normal teenagers, he thought with a trace of exasperation, and go out on a Friday night? The mother-daughter package might have its small advantages - and the fact that Katerina was able to organise Izzy was an undoubted plus - but her total  disinterest in the social whirl, at times, could be a distinct pain.

He seriously doubted whether Katerina even knew the meaning of the word enjoyment in its generally accepted sense. At seventeen, she didn’t have a boyfriend, didn’t like discos or parties and deplored teenage magazines. She never gossiped. Her idea of a really good time, it seemed, was to hog the sofa and devour a few chapters of  Gray’s Anatomy. God knows, she was a nice enough girl, well mannered and charming, funny when she wanted to be and undoubtedly beautiful. Why she wasn’t out every night making the most of it he simply couldn’t imagine.

But the fact remained that she wasn’t, and since she didn’t appear to be showing any sign of moving from the sofa either, Ralph reconciled himself to the idea that they may as well go to the party after all.

‘I’ll be five minutes,’ lied Izzy, heading towards her bedroom with the pink towel trailing damply behind her like a matador’s cape.

‘Mum, your hair’s blue.’ Katerina, who failed to understand why anyone should even want to change the colour of their hair, let alone practise it on a monthly basis, gazed after her mother with a mixture of exasperation and tolerance.

‘No, it isn’t,’ replied Izzy loftily over her shoulder. ‘It’s Glossy Blackberry. It’ll be irresistible. When it’s finished.’

 



There really weren’t many greater luxuries in life than this, Izzy decided. Chronic lack of money, the frustration of being wildly talented and as yet undiscovered, the sheer  bother of having to wonder how much longer their  revolting landlord was going to allow them to stay in their less-than-luxurious flat . . . these problems simply faded into insignificance when one was lying in a warm bed with a gorgeous man, caressing deliciously warm flesh and knowing that one didn’t have to get up for hours. It was positively blissful.

‘Skin contact,’ she announced, pleased with herself for having recognised its importance.

‘Hmmm?’

‘The three most pleasurable experiences known to man.’ She smiled, sliding closer still and plastering the entire length of her body against his side. ‘Sex, sneezing and skin contact. No, make that sex, skin contact and sneezing. Touching skin is the second greatest pleasure. And it’s certainly more fun than a cold.’

A foot brushed against her shin, moving experimentally up and down. ‘Only if the other person remembers to shave her legs.’

Izzy raked her fingernails down his chest in protest. ‘I did remember! I did them the other night.’

‘While you were dyeing your hair?’ said Mike. ‘Just think, you could have dyed your legs and shaved your head by mistake. What a thought.’

‘How can you be so sarcastic at ten o’clock on a Sunday morning?’ demanded Izzy grumpily. Realizing that she was hungry, she wondered whether Kat would be amenable to the idea of cooking a gigantic breakfast.

‘It comes naturally.’

‘It isn’t fair.’

‘Life isn’t fair.’ Mike hauled himself into a sitting position, since natural sleep was clearly going to be denied  him. ‘The fact that I only see you two nights a week isn’t fair. Izzy, if we’re going to have a proper relationship we should organise ourselves more effectively.’

That was the trouble with Mike, thought Izzy, smiling beneath the bedclothes. It was also part of his charm; only Mike could expect her to ‘organise herself more effectively’. As far as she was concerned, their relationship was perfect. Each week she spent two nights with Mike, two with Ralph and two nights working. Wednesdays were for rest and relaxation. And if that wasn’t perfect planning, she didn’t know what was.

‘You’re busy, I’m busy . . .’ she murmured vaguely, cuddling up to him once more. ‘Besides, you’d get bored. I lead a pretty mundane life, after all. You’d soon go off me if you had to sit and watch me scrubbing the kitchen floor and hoovering the hallway.’

Nothing Izzy ever did was mundane, thought Mike. He also seriously doubted that she even knew what a Hoover looked like, but sensed nevertheless that arguing the point would be futile. ‘OK,’ he said, gathering her into his arms and breathing in the faint, unmistakably Izzyish scent of her body. ‘I give in. I’ll expand my business empire and you can hoover to your heart’s content. Just so long as you don’t get bored and find yourself another man.’

‘With a daughter like mine to give the game away?’ said Izzy smiling up at him. ‘Some chance.’




Chapter 2

‘I don’t understand,’ said Gina hesitantly, her mind blotting out the words she knew she must have heard incorrectly. ‘You aren’t making sense. Let me get you a drink . . . there’s roast lamb for dinner and it won’t be ready for another thirty minutes.’

Moving jerkily towards the drinks cabinet in the corner of the sitting room, she became hideously aware of the fact that she no longer knew what to do with her hands. They seemed huge and ungainly, flapping at her sides as she walked. It was with relief that she picked up the bottle of Gordon’s and poured Andrew his drink - half an inch of gin, three inches of tonic, just as he always liked it when he returned home from work.

But now she was faced with the new problem of where to look. Andrew, she knew, was watching her and although he couldn’t possibly have meant what he’d just said, she found herself incapable of meeting his gaze. Her coordination had gone. She didn’t know whether to stand up or to sit down. And how could something so silly be happening to her body when it was only a simple misunderstanding anyway? In less than a minute, no doubt, they would be laughing at her ridiculous mistake and her hands and eyes would behave normally once more.

But Andrew wasn’t laughing. He shook his head when  she finally held the drink towards him, gesturing instead to a nearby armchair.

‘Sit down.You’d better have that drink. God, I’m sorry, Gina - you must think I’m a real bastard, but I truly didn’t expect anything like this to happen. I didn’t want to hurt you . . .’

Gina tensed, unable to do anything but wait. Any minute now he’d break into a grin and say, ‘I’m joking, of course,’ and she would be able to relax and get on with the dinner. The parsnips needed to go into the roasting tin and the onion sauce, simmering on the stove, could probably do with a stir.

‘I would have thought you’d be throwing things by now,’ Andrew went on, hating himself for what he was doing but needing to provoke some kind of reaction. When Gina finally looked up at him he saw fear and confusion in her eyes.

‘Are you joking?’ she whispered at last, and the flicker of hope in her voice was almost too much to bear. Steeling himself against it, taking a deep breath, Andrew prepared to repeat the words which he had hoped to have to say only once.

‘Gina, this isn’t a joke,’ he said, more brusquely than he had intended. ‘I’m moving out of the house and I want a divorce. I’ve met someone else - I’ve been seeing her for almost six months now - and my staying here isn’t being fair to either of you. I’ve rented a flat in the Barbican and I’ll be going there tonight. I’m sorry,’ he repeated helplessly. ‘I really didn’t want to hurt you, but sometimes these things just happen . . .’

‘But you’re my husband,’ whispered Gina. Her knees  were beginning to tremble uncontrollably - he’d always said how much he liked her knees - and she was finding it hard to swallow. Placing the tumbler of gin and tonic carefully on the table beside her before she spilled it, she rose to her feet, then abruptly sank back down. ‘We’re married,’ she said incredulously. ‘We’re happily married! Everyone’s always saying how happy we are.’

Sympathy mingled with exasperation. Why couldn’t she hurl something at him, for God’s sake? Why wasn’t she screaming, shouting, swearing and generally raising hell? It would, he thought grimly, make telling her the rest of it easier.

‘I was happy,’ he told her, willing her to react. ‘But now I’ve fallen in love with someone else.’

‘You said you didn’t want to hurt me!’ Gina’s knuckles whitened as she pressed clenched fists into her lap. With a huge effort, she burst out, ‘I could forgive you for having an affair. We don’t have to be divorced . . . if you don’t want to hurt me you can tell her it’s all over and we’ll carry on as if it never happened. It’s only a fling,’ she concluded breathlessly, choking on the words as hot tears - at last - began to fall. ‘It doesn’t mean anything, really it doesn’t. Lots of men go through this kind of thing . . . it doesn’t mean we have to get a divorce . . .’

‘I want to marry her,’ said Andrew tonelessly.

Gina stared at him, uncomprehending. Wasn’t she giving him every opportunity? Wasn’t she being as understanding as any woman could possibly be? ‘But why?’

He reached for the tumbler of gin and tonic and drained it in one go. ‘Because,’ he replied slowly, ‘she’s pregnant.’ 

Brandishing her mascara wand and treating her lashes to a second coat, Izzy belted out the second verse of ‘New York, New York!’. ‘Kat, do you want a lift to the library, because I’m leaving in five minutes.’

The next moment Katerina appeared behind her, in the mirror. Izzy, overcome with love for her precious, clever daughter, spun round and gave her a hug.

‘What would I do without you, hmm?’

‘Get yourself into a muddle,’ replied Katerina, ever practical. ‘Now, are either of them likely to phone tonight?’

‘Ralph might. He wants me to have dinner with him tomorrow . . . tell him I’ll meet him at Vampires at eight-thirty. Mike shouldn’t be phoning but if he does, just say that—’

‘You’re going for an audition,’ supplied her daughter. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t forget.’

‘You’re an angel.’ Izzy hugged her again, then stepped back and regarded her with mock-solemn dark eyes. ‘Am I really a disgrace?’

Katerina, at seventeen, knew nothing if not her own mind. Izzy had her faults - and her chronic untidiness could be particularly irritating at times - but as a mother she was one of the best. And who could ever describe such a warm, generous, optimistic and loving person as a disgrace?

‘You’ve been seeing Mike for over a year,’ she replied calmly. ‘And how long has Ralph been around, nearly two years? You’re faithful to them. You haven’t promised to marry either of them. Everybody’s happy . . . what can possibly be so wrong with that? When I grow up,’ she  added airily, ‘I fully intend to go for multiple, part-time lovers myself.’

‘And long may they drool,’ said Izzy, who never failed to be amazed by the extent of her daughter’s irrefutable logic. She glanced at her watch. ‘Help, I really am going to be late. Do you want that lift or not?’

Katerina shook her head. ‘Too cold outside. I can pop in on my way to school tomorrow morning. I’ve got an essay to be getting on with tonight, anyway.’

‘OK.’ In the chilly hallway, Izzy wrapped herself up in her brown leather flying jacket and flung a white woollen scarf around her neck. Grabbing her keys and helmet, she gave her daughter a final kiss. ‘I’ll be back by one-thirty, fans willing!’

‘You’ll be back a lot sooner than that,’ said Katerina drily, holding up the carrier bag which Izzy had forgotten, ‘if you don’t take your clothes.’

 



Izzy hummed beneath her breath. Her teeth were chattering too violently to risk singing the words aloud; she’d end up with a shredded tongue. Her beloved motor bike, a sleek, black Suzuki 250, was a joy to ride during the summer months, and it was certainly economical to run, but travelling to and from work in sub-zero temperatures was - she couldn’t think of a better way of describing it - a real bitch.

Still, at least the roads weren’t too icy tonight. Maniacs notwithstanding, she’d be at the club in less than twenty minutes. And who knew, tonight might just be the night to change her life . . .

Having cleared away the debris of their early evening meal, changed out of her school uniform into black sweatshirt and leggings and emptied a packet of Liquorice Allsorts into a pudding bowl for easy access, Katerina settled herself in front of the fire and wondered what it must be like for people who hated solitude.

Katerina adored it, as much as she adored their small but cosy flat, situated over an ironmonger’s shop in a quiet road just off Clapham High Street. It was only rented, of course, but Izzy had thrown herself into redecorating with her usual enthusiasm and flair for the dramatic the moment they’d moved in eighteen months earlier. And although she might not have been able to afford the luxury of wallpaper she had more than made up for it with richly shaded paints, striking borders and her own dazzling sense of style. Many hours of multi-coloured stencilling and artful picture-hanging later, the effect had been as spectacular as Katerina had known it would be and within the space of four days the flat had become a home.

It was one of Izzy’s more unexpected talents and if Katerina had been less loyal, she might have wished that her mother would consider a career in interior design, or even good old painting and decorating. Admittedly, it wasn’t likely to bring her fame and fortune beyond her wildest dreams, but it was decent, gainful employment and was even rumoured to bring with it a reasonably regular wage . . .

Katerina simply couldn’t imagine what it might have been like, growing up with a mother who didn’t sing. As far back as she was able to remember, Izzy had always  been there, careering from one financial crisis to the next and at the same time eternally optimistic that the inevitable big break was just around the corner. When she was very small Katerina had perched on beer crates in dingy, smoke-filled pubs and working men’s clubs, sipping Coke and listening to her mother sing while all around her the audience got on with the serious business of getting Saturday-night drunk. Sometimes there would be appreciative applause, which was what Izzy lived for. At other times, a fight would break out among the customers and Izzy’s songs would be forgotten in the ensuing excitement. Periodically, the hecklers would turn out, either joining in with bawdy alternative lyrics or targeting Izzy directly and laughing inanely at their own imagined wit. Katerina’s eyes would fill with tears whenever this happened and the longing to land a seven-year-old punch on the noses of the perpetrators would be so great that she had to grip the sides of the crate upon which she sat in order to prevent herself from doing so. In her eyes, her mother was Joan of Arc, a heroine hounded by ignorant peasants. Afterwards, Izzy would laugh and say it didn’t matter because she’d earned £3.40, she would press the 40p into her daughter’s small hand and give her a hug. It didn’t matter, she would explain cheerfully, because everybody needed to start somewhere; that was a fact of life. And anyone who could survive an evening in a working men’s club on the outskirts of Blackpool was going to find Las Vegas a doddle in comparison.

At school the next day, Katerina’s teacher had found her poring over an atlas in search of that elusive town. In answer to the question, ‘What’s it like in Las Vegas?’ Miss  Brent had replied with a disapproving sniff, ‘It’s a town where everybody gambles,’ and Katerina had been reassured. Lambs gambolled in fields. In her imagination, Las Vegas became one big, emerald-green field, with all its inhabitants skipping and bouncing and smiling at each other. ‘My mum’s going to take me to Las Vegas,’ she confided happily. ‘When we get there, I’m going to gamble every day.’

 



Las Vegas, needless to say, hadn’t happened. Izzy’s big break had stubbornly failed to materialise and life had continued its haphazard, impecunious course, although at least working men’s clubs were now a thing of the past. Platform One, where Izzy had worked for the past eighteen months, might not be Ronnie Scott’s, but it was situated in Soho and the clientele, on the whole, were appreciative. Here, in London, as Izzy always maintained, there was always that chance of a chance . . . one never knew who might walk through the door one night, hear her singing and realise that she was the one they needed to take the leading role in the show they were currently producing . . .

This didn’t happen, of course, but Izzy had never tired of the fantasy. Singing was her passion, what she was best at. She was doing what she had to do and Katerina didn’t begrudge her a single impoverished moment of it. Who, after all, could possibly begrudge a mother who would cheerfully splurge on a primrose-yellow mohair sweater for her daughter and survive on peanut-butter sandwiches for the next week in order to redress the precarious financial balance? And if her impulsive generosity never  failed to alarm Mike, who was one of those people who got twitchy if their electricity bills weren’t paid by return of post, Katerina adored her mother’s blissful disregard for such mundane matters as financial security. If the bomb was dropped tomorrow she’d much rather have a deliciously soft, mohair sweater to keep her warm, than wander the rubble-strewn streets wondering how all this was going to affect her pension plan.

She was a third of the way through the Liquorice Allsorts and already on to the second page of her essay when the phone rang. It was two minutes past eight. Smiling to herself - for despite all his apparent sophistication Ralph could never bring himself to miss Coronation Street - Katerina picked up the receiver.

‘I suppose your mother’s out,’ said the brusque voice of Lester Markham.

Katerina replied sweetly, ‘I’m afraid she is. How are you, Mr Markham? And how is—’

‘Never mind that,’ he interrupted harshly. ‘I’ll be a damn sight better when I receive the last two months’ rent your mother owes me. Tell her I’ll be round at nine o’clock tomorrow morning for payment. In full.’

Katerina popped another Liquorice Allsort - a black-and-brown triple-decker, her particular favourite - into her mouth and gave the matter some thought. Lester Markham looked a lot like Jim Royle from The Royle Family, only maybe a bit grubbier. He didn’t have as much of a sense of humour either.

‘I thought we only owed one month,’ she said carefully.

‘Plus another month in advance,’ snapped Lester Markham, ‘which she used up in December and  conveniently appears to have forgotten about.’

Oops, thought Katerina. So that was how Izzy had acquired the money for their splendid Christmas Eve dinner at Chez Nico.

‘Of course,’ she replied in conciliatory tones. ‘I’ll tell her as soon as she gets home, Mr Markham. Don’t worry about a thing.’

‘I’m not worried,’ he said in grim tones. ‘You’re the one who should be worried. Just tell your mother that if I  don’t receive that money - and I mean all the money - tomorrow morning, you’ll both be out of that flat by the end of the week.’ He sniffed, then added quite unnecessarily, ‘And I’m not joking, either.’




Chapter 3

Gina didn’t know why she was doing this - she wasn’t even sure any more where she was - but she did know that she couldn’t go home. Anything was better than returning to that empty house and having to relive the nightmare of Andrew’s departure.

Her fingers tightened convulsively, gripping the steering wheel of the Golf so hard that she wondered whether she’d ever be able to prise them free. And she was definitely lost now, but since she didn’t have anywhere to go, it hardly seemed to matter.

Having packed a couple of suitcases with guilt-ridden haste, Andrew had left their Kensington home at ten minutes past six and Gina, not knowing what else to do, had switched off the oven and run herself a hot bath. Then, unable to face the thought of taking off her clothes - she felt vulnerable enough as it was - she had pulled out the bath plug, watched the foaming, lilac-scented water spiral away, and reached instead for her coat and car keys.

Driving around the Barbican for forty minutes had been both stupid and unproductive. Gina knew that, but knowing too that somewhere amid the multi-layered nests of purpose-built apartments was her husband, she had convinced herself that if only she could locate him, he would come back to her. She had even found herself  peering up at lighted windows, willing him to appear at one of them. Looking down into the street he might recognise her car. Then, overwhelmed by remorse he would rush down, fling his arms around her and beg forgiveness . . .

But, of course, it hadn’t happened, because there were simply too many apartments and because by this time his silver-grey BMW would be locked away in one of those expensive, security-conscious car-parks. Furthermore, her husband would undoubtedly have far more interesting things to do than gaze out of a window. He had a mistress, a pregnant mistress, who was probably with him at this minute, exulting in her victory and listening with quiet amusement as he relayed to her the events of the afternoon.

How To Discard An Unwanted Wife, thought Gina bleakly, a lump rising in her throat once more as she accelerated, pulling out to avoid a haphazardly parked car. Andrew and his mistress were probably talking about it right now, reassuring each other that since they were in love, nothing else mattered. What was a used wife among friends, after all? They were probably in bed, too, making passionate love and laughing at the same time because Andrew had been so clever and it had all been so wonderfully easy . . .

Blinded by tears, she didn’t see the junction looming ahead until much too late. The next moment a sickening thud and the grating shriek of metal against metal shuddered through the car. Screaming, Gina slammed on the brakes and slewed to a halt as another dull thud echoed violently through her eardrums. Trembling so  violently that she could barely get the seat belt undone, she fought rising nausea and wrenched open the car door. Fear and panic propelled her - somehow - towards the figure of a motor cyclist lying immobile in a pool of ice-blue light reflected from a nearby cocktail bar. My God, she thought, whimpering with terror, I’ve killed him . . . he’s dead . . . oh please, God, don’t let this be happening . . .

 



Izzy wasn’t dead. Dazed, distantly amazed by the extent of the pain tearing through her legs - and by the astonishing fact that she wasn’t kicking up more of a fuss about it - she lay in her crumpled position at the roadside and listened to the sound of an hysterical female yelling, ‘I’ve killed him . . . someone help . . . I’ve killed him.’

Opening an experimental eye, Izzy found herself at grating level. Now everything was starting to hurt and to add insult to injury the icy wetness of the road was beginning to permeate her clothes. But at least she could see her bike which was oddly reassuring, even if the front wheel was badly buckled and the handlebars appeared to have twisted in all the wrong directions.

Then she saw the legs of the female who was making all the noise. Thin, pale-stockinged legs in high-heeled, mud-splashed shoes loomed before her.

‘He’s not dead!’ screamed the voice that went with them, and Izzy began to lose patience. Attempting to raise her head in order to see the injured man for herself - how many people had been involved in this accident, for heaven’s sake? - she couldn’t understand why she wasn’t able to do so. Embarrassed by her own weakness,  she glared at the skinny, stupid legs in front of her. ‘Make up your mind,’ she said irritably. ‘And will you please stop screaming? He’s still going to need a bloody ambulance, whether he’s dead or not.’

 



‘She isn’t quite herself, but you mustn’t let it worry you,’ explained the young male doctor reassuringly. He neglected to mention that Izzy - to the delight of the night nurses - had just informed him that he had a gorgeous body. ‘It’s the after-effects of shock combined with the sedatives we needed to give her,’ he continued, his eyes kind. ‘She didn’t sustain any concussion.’

It was three-thirty in the morning and the rest of the ward was in darkness as the doctor showed Katerina into the side ward beyond the sister’s office. Dry-mouthed with trepidation, Katerina stood at the end of the bed and gazed down at her mother, propped up against a mountain of pillows and apparently asleep. With her dark hair spilling over her shoulders and her make-up smudged around her closed eyes she looked so small and pale that Katerina found it hard to believe that all she had sustained were cuts, bruises and a broken leg.

Then, as if sensing that she had company, Izzy opened her eyes.

‘Darling!’ she exclaimed, holding out her arms. ‘Come here and give your poor battered mother an enormous hug.’

‘How are you feeling?’ Katerina said, kissing Izzy’s cheek and sending up a silent prayer of thanks for whoever had invented crash helmets.

‘Well, absolutely delightful as a matter of fact, but that’s  because of the pills they’ve been shovelling down me. Tomorrow, no doubt, everything will hurt like hell. Did they tell you about the madwoman ploughing straight into me? Apparently I went flying through the air like a trapeze artist, then . . . splat!’

‘At least you’re alive,’ said Katerina, tears pricking her eyelids as she gave Izzy another hug.

‘And you’re positively indecent,’ replied Izzy sternly, doing up the unfastened top buttons of her daughter’s white cotton shirt. ‘Make yourself respectable, child, before that young Adonis behind you starts getting ideas.’

‘Mum!’ She stifled a smile, not daring to turn around.

‘Don’t laugh. I know what these doctors are like. Do you hear me, young man?’ she went on, waving an admonishing finger in his general direction. ‘This is my daughter, seventeen years old and as pure as she is beautiful, so I want you to control yourself.’

‘Don’t worry about me, Mrs Van Asch.’ The doctor, busy filling in charts at the foot of the bed, sounded amused. ‘I’m a married man.’

‘They’re the worst kind,’ said Izzy darkly, her eyes narrowing even as Katerina attempted to cover her mouth. ‘And you should be ashamed of yourself for cheating on your wife. Why, she’s probably at home right now, thinking you’re busy at work, while all this time you’re here instead, you wicked man, drooling like a pervert over my innocent teenage—’

‘Mother!’ It came out as an agonised whisper. Long accustomed as she was to Izzy’s outrageous talent for extracting blushes from people who’d never blushed  before in their lives, this was too much. This was truly mortifying.

‘It really is quite all right,’ the doctor smilingly assured Kat, as the door to the side ward slid open once more. ‘Ah, you appear to have another visitor. Just five minutes, I think, then Mrs Van Asch really must get some rest.’

Having flown into a panic after receiving the call from the hospital, not believing for a moment that Izzy had sustained only ‘minor injuries’, Katerina had phoned Ralph and luckily found him at home. It was Ralph who had brought her to the hospital, Ralph who’d been waiting in the dimly lit corridor outside the ward, and Ralph, blond and handsome, who now entered the room and moved towards Izzy’s side with love and concern in his eyes.

‘Sweetheart, we were so worried about you . . .’

‘I’m fine,’ said Izzy happily, lifting her face for a kiss. Then she pointed at the metal cage covering her legs and gave him a woeful look. ‘Well, I’m fine but my leg isn’t. We aren’t going to be able to have sex for weeks. Oh Mike,’ she concluded piteously, ‘isn’t it just the most depressing thing you ever heard?’




Chapter 4

In medical parlance it was known, enigmatically, as ‘complications’ and they took a desperate turn for the worse the following day. Having hastily explained to Ralph that Izzy was under the influence of mind-bending drugs, Katerina had only partially - minimally, even - succeeded in convincing him that it had all been a ridiculous slip of the tongue. And when Mike had telephoned the flat the next morning to speak to Izzy, and Katerina had told him about the accident, she reasoned that she could hardly have done anything else. The man was in love with her mother, after all. He had to know that she was in hospital.

Consequently, and quite naturally, Mike had rushed in to visit Izzy, and to deposit armfuls of exotic hothouse flowers around her bed. It was sheer bad timing, combined with Ralph’s lurking suspicions, which brought about the unfortunate tête-à-tête-à-tête that had subsequently ensued.

Although not a coward, Katerina was glad she hadn’t been there. The way Izzy told it afterwards, it had all been too farcical for words.

‘. . . so there was Mike, sitting on the side of my bed unravelling miles of Cellophane and dumping all these incredible flowers into hideous tin vases, when all of a sudden Ralph wrenched open the door and erupted into the room, just like the Wicked Witch of the North.’ Izzy  shuddered as she recounted the scene. ‘Then he just stood there in the doorway and said, “Don’t tell me, this is Mike.” And of course Mike said, “Yes, I’m Mike. Who are you?” and Ralph - my God, darling, never go out with an actor - made himself look as tall as possible and said . . . no, proclaimed . . . “I am Izzy’s other lover.” ’

She knew she shouldn’t be enthralled, but Katerina couldn’t help herself.

‘Go on,’ she urged, silently willing Izzy to have pulled it off. If anyone was capable of handling such an odds-against situation it was her mother.

Izzy shrugged, reading her mind. ‘I’m sorry, darling, but what could I do? The nurses told me afterwards that Ralph had been lurking in the corridor for hours; obviously he’d been waiting for Mike to turn up. And you know how proud and dramatic he is. He simply delivered his lines - “It’s over, Izzy.You’ll never see me again” - and swept out.’

Katerina had liked both Ralph and Mike, although Ralph had definitely been more fun. He had also, she felt, been more of a match for Izzy, whereas Mike was quieter, more serious and more inherently thoughtful.

‘And Mike?’ she asked hopefully, aware that she was clutching at straws. He might be thoughtful, but he wasn’t completely stupid.

‘And Mike,’ echoed Izzy in thoughtful tones. ‘Well, it was all rather sad, actually. He gave me one of his looks - the same kind of look he uses when I eat chicken legs with my fingers - and said, “I’m sorry, Izzy, but I thought I could trust you. It seems I can’t.” Then he took all of the flowers out of the vases, wrapped them back up in their  bloody Cellophane packets and left.’

‘Oh, Mum,’ said Katerina brokenly. It was all so sad and so unnecessary. It had also - at least partly - been her fault.

Izzy patted her arm. ‘What will be will be,’ she said philosophically. ‘I know it’s a bummer but I suppose I can’t really blame them. Besides,’ she added with a shrug and a smile, ‘there’ll be other flowers.’

Her mother was being so determinedly brave that Katerina knew she had to be upset. Between them, Ralph and Mike had made Izzy’s life happy and complete. Now, through no fault of her own, she had lost them both and the unfairness of it all hit Katerina like a hammer blow.

‘It isn’t fair,’ she repeated aloud. Izzy didn’t even know yet about their imminent eviction from the flat and the implications, job-wise, of a broken leg had clearly not yet dawned on her. ‘And maybe it isn’t their fault. But I know who is to blame . . .’

 



It was surprisingly easy to find the house, tucked away though it was at the end of Kingsley Grove, a cul-de-sac a couple of hundred yards away from Holland Park. Although tucked wasn’t really the word to describe it: an imposing three-storey Victorian residence with pale stone walls beneath ornate russet roofs and its larger-than-average, frost-laden garden, it dominated the other houses in the road. The garden, although overcrowded, was well tended and fresh paintwork surrounded glistening, flawlessly polished windows hung with draped and swagged curtains. Katerina, pausing at the front gates, pursed her lips and wondered whether all this soulless  perfection was maintained with the help of outside staff or if Death-on-legs, as Izzy had casually referred to the driver of the Golf GTi which had mown her down, did it all herself.

She was relieved, however, to see the offending car in the driveway. The fact that it was there - gleaming, white and polished to within an inch of its life - indicated that its owner was indeed at home, which meant that Katerina hadn’t caught two tubes and had her bum pinched at Westminster for nothing.

Despite the morning sunlight, it was desperately cold outside. Stamping her feet in an attempt to restore feeling in her toes and pulling her crimson coat more tightly around her, Katerina pushed open the gate and made her way up to the front door.

She wasn’t by nature a vindictive person and her intention in coming here wasn’t to deliberately hurt or to upset the woman. She simply couldn’t bear to think of her shrugging off the incident, dismissing it from her mind and carrying on with her life as if nothing of any importance had ever happened. She needed to make sure the woman realised - truly understood - the extent of her careless actions, and that while her own life might proceed unhindered she had certainly succeeded in casting a blight over another human being’s existence.

When the front door finally opened she was genuinely taken aback. If she had wanted to upset this woman she would have felt cheated, because obviously nothing could possibly make her more upset than she already was. The expression on her face was pitiful, her grey eyes red-rimmed and swollen from crying. Her pale skin looked as  fragile as tissue paper about to disintegrate.

Katerina hadn’t imagined for a moment that the accident would have affected her this drastically - the woman was positively distraught - and for a moment she was overcome by guilt. How embarrassing. And how on earth could she justify her sudden appearance on the doorstep without causing the poor, guilt-ridden woman even further distress?

‘Yes?’ said Gina wearily, barely seeming to notice Katerina. Her gaze was fixed upon a trailing tendril of creeper which had come adrift from its moorings above the porch.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Katerina, her voice gentle, ‘but I felt I should come and see you. My name’s Katerina. I’m Isabel Van Asch’s daughter.’

Gina very nearly said, ‘Who?’ but managed to stop herself just in time. The name was obviously supposed to mean something, though she couldn’t imagine why the girl should be looking so sympathetic.

Then . . . Van Asch. Of course. This was the daughter of the woman she had driven into the other night, the motor cyclist she had thought was a man. Normally she wouldn’t have been able to think of anything else, but the past few days hadn’t been exactly normal. Gina knew she should feel ashamed of herself, but somehow she couldn’t summon the energy to worry about other people . . . Andrew had wrecked her whole life and the turmoil of simultaneously loving and hating him was tearing her apart . . .

‘Of course,’ she said, running agitated fingers through her lank, blonde hair. ‘You’d better come in.’

‘Th-thanks,’ said Katerina, through chattering teeth. She was glad now that she had skipped school and come here; at least she could put the poor woman’s mind at rest, before she made herself really ill. Guilt was a terrible thing, she thought with a fresh surge of compassion. How idiotic of her not to have realised that Gina Lawrence would be blaming herself and in all probability feeling every bit as bad as Izzy.

‘Would you like some coffee?’ said Gina, glancing up at the clock as she led the way into the immaculate sitting room. Walls of palest green were hung with tasteful prints and the peach velvet three-piece suite exactly matched the curtains. Katerina prayed that her best trainers weren’t treading mud into the flawless carpet.

‘No thanks.’ She shook her head, deciding to come straight to the point. ‘Look, you really mustn’t blame yourself for what happened, Mrs Lawrence. I know it must have been a terrible shock for you, but it was an accident . . . it could have happened to anyone. If I’d realised you were taking it so badly I would have come round sooner. But what’s done is done and thank God it wasn’t any worse. Mum’s quite comfortable now and the doctors say she’ll be out of hospital within the next week, which is brilliant news. So you see, you really mustn’t take it too much to heart,’ she concluded reassuringly. ‘It was just one of those things . . .’

Eleven-fifteen, thought Gina, gazing blankly at the girl with the sherry-brown eyes, pink-with-cold nose and dreadful black trainers. Andrew would be in his office now, working at his desk and scribbling down notes with the Schaeffer pen she had given him last Christmas. She  wondered whether he was wearing one of the ties she had bought for him and whether the framed photograph of her which had stood on his desk for the last ten years was still there. Or had it been hidden away, replaced by a picture of Marcy Carpenter, the woman with whom he had replaced her?

The thought was so terrible that tears welled up in her aching eyes once more and she brushed them away hastily, although the girl had already seen them.

‘Oh God, I’m so sorry . . .’ wept Gina, sinking into a chair. ‘Forgive me, but I just can’t help—’

‘Of course we forgive you,’ Katerina broke in, leaping to her feet and rushing over to her. The woman definitely needed professional help, but psychiatry was a branch of medicine in which she’d become particularly interested recently, and it wasn’t every day you came face to face with a real life case of reactive depression. Besides, Gina Lawrence was beginning to make her feel guilty.

Putting her arms comfortingly around the woman’s heaving shoulders, she said, ‘Maybe I’ll have that cup of coffee, after all.You stay here and I’ll make us both some.’

When she returned several minutes later carrying a tray bearing cups and matching saucers and a plate of chocolate biscuits, the storm of tears had subsided.

‘I must say you have a lovely home,’ said Katerina, placing the tray on a slender-legged coffee table which scarcely looked capable of supporting it. But she sensed that Gina Lawrence wouldn’t approve of tea trays being plonked on the floor. ‘I’ve never seen such a big kitchen before. And everything’s so . . . tidy!’

‘I haven’t been able to stop cleaning things,’ sniffed  Gina, shaking her head as the girl offered her a biscuit. ‘Ever since Monday night I just haven’t been able to stop myself doing things. I can’t sit still . . . I can’t sleep . . . it’s so stupid . . . I’ve been getting up in the middle of the night and before I even realise what I’m doing I’ve scrubbed the kitchen floor. Last night I spent five hours cleaning and polishing all the windows and they didn’t even need cleaning but I just had to be busy . . .’

‘I understand how you must feel,’ said Katerina firmly, ‘but you have to force yourself to come to terms with what happened before you make yourself ill. We don’t blame you for Mum’s accident, so you mustn’t blame yourself.’

For a long moment, Gina stared at Katerina as if she was quite mad. Not having taken in before what she was saying, only now did she realise that their entire conversation had been conducted at cross purposes. And that the girl seriously thought she was going through this living-bloody-hell purely on account of a stupid, unavoidable accident.

‘I’m afraid you’ve made a mistake,’ said Gina, realizing that she was teetering on the edge of hysterical - and horribly inappropriate - laughter. Thankfully it didn’t erupt. ‘I’m not like this because of . . . your mother. I mean, I’m sorry, of course, but it is only a broken leg . . .’ She floundered, knowing that she wasn’t making herself plain and searching for the right words. Not having told anyone of Andrew’s departure, she was dimly able to appreciate the irony of having to say it aloud for the first time to a total stranger. ‘You see, on Monday . . . my husband left me. For another woman.’

Later, much later, Katerina would send up a prayer of thanks for the fact that she wasn’t a practising psychiatrist. The urge to hit the woman was so strong that she actually had to clasp her hands together.

As it was, she simply stared into the woman’s tear-streaked face and said, very slowly, ‘You selfish bitch.’

It was almost a relief to have someone to rail against. Gina, tears momentarily forgotten, threw her a withering look.

‘You can’t be more than sixteen. How could you possibly understand?’ she demanded. ‘My husband has left me and my life is ruined. I can’t think straight, I can hardly see straight and here you are, expecting me to feel sorry for your mother simply because she has a broken leg? The insurance company will take care of that,’ she went on derisively. ‘But my life is over and who’s going to take care of me?’

Katerina had had enough. She wasn’t a bloody psychiatrist, anyway. How this woman had the bare-faced cheek to dismiss Izzy - who was funny and brave and so optimistic that it could bring tears to your eyes - in order to wallow in self-pity, simply because she was too much of a wimp to stand on her own two feet, was beyond her.

‘Now you just listen to me,’ she said evenly, because screaming abuse - tempting though it was - wouldn’t achieve her objective. Death-on-legs would only scream right back and she wanted what she had to say to be listened to, to really sink in. ‘You were the one who caused that accident. Thanks to you, my mother has lost her job, her home and two long-term boyfriends. She has nothing left and by the end of the week we’ll both be homeless, so  don’t you dare ask me who’s going to take care of you - you should be ashamed of yourself!’

Then, because she hadn’t meant to let herself get quite so carried away, she stood up abruptly, rattling the coffee cups as she did so. ‘I’m sorry, I suppose I’ve been very rude. I’d better go.’

‘Yes,’ said Gina icily. ‘I think you better had.’




Chapter 5

Being in hospital wasn’t so bad, Izzy decided. James Milton Ward, for orthopaedic cases, was really rather pleasant because patients with broken bones weren’t actually sick, and now that she had been moved out into the main ward she didn’t even have time to be lonely. The ward was a mixed one, morale was high, the food was surprisingly good and the fractured femur in Bed Twelve was absolutely gorgeous, even if he was a dentist in real life.

She had also been taught to play a mean game of poker, which was far more entertaining than battling with a weave-it-yourself laundry basket or with the increasingly grey and frazzled piece of knitting that the occupational therapist had urged her to ‘have a go at’.

But for the moment, peace reigned. Those in traction were either dozing or reading, and everyone else had disappeared into the television room at the far end of the ward; they were desperate to watch some vital half-hour of a soap of which Izzy had never heard, but which they evidently lived for. Izzy, taking advantage of the brief hiatus, was engrossed in painting her fingernails a particularly entrancing shade of fuchsia. She couldn’t reach her toes; they would have to wait until Katerina arrived later.

Her attention was caught moments later by the  appearance in the double doorway of a visitor, chiefly because of the sound of her high heels tapping rhythmically against the polished wooden floor. Glancing up, Izzy saw a tall, slender woman with blonde hair fastened in a chignon and an extremely sophisticated ivory-and-black Chanel-style suit. Pausing uncertainly in the centre of the ward, she surveyed the beds lining each side of the ward and adjusted the bag slung over her padded shoulder with a nervous gesture.

‘They’re all in the TV room,’ said Izzy, pointing towards it with her nail-polish brush. ‘Shit!’ she exclaimed, as a glossy blob of fuchsia landed in her lap, wrecking for ever her second-best white T-shirt. Then she grinned, because the visitor had assumed a determinedly unshockable expression and was approaching the foot of her bed.

‘Sorry. These things are sent to try us. Who is it you’re looking for?’ Privately, she had already made her decision. This had to be either the dentist’s wife or Wing Commander Burton’s daughter. Nobody else on the ward could afford even to know someone who wore those kind of clothes.

‘Actually,’ said the woman, her gaze flickering to the name card fastened above Izzy’s bed, ‘I think I’m looking for you.’

Not having known what to expect, Gina was nevertheless taken aback by the sight of Isabel Van Asch. When she had been lying in the road, her face obscured by the visor of her motor-cycle helmet, she had at first mistaken her for a man. Then, following that decidedly unnerving visit from her daughter, Gina had mentally envisaged her to be a large, somewhat butch female in her mid-forties,  with short hair and an aggressive manner.

But this person sitting before her now was small and undeniably feminine. With her expressive dark eyes, smiling mouth and riotous bluey-black hair framing a heart-shaped face, she wasn’t at all what Gina had had in mind while she had been plucking up the courage to come here. She looked younger than Gina herself, she was wearing a white T-shirt and bright pink, lycra cycling shorts and she didn’t look the least bit intimidating.

Gina, however, who had learned over the past difficult few days not to take anything or anyone at face value, was intimidated anyway. Doing herself up to the nines and finding first the right hospital and then the right ward had sapped her strength completely. On the verge of losing her nerve, she sat down on Izzy’s empty visitor’s chair with a thump.

‘But I don’t know you,’ said Izzy, looking puzzled. Her dark eyebrows disappeared beneath her haphazard fringe. Her fingers, their nails still wet with pink polish, were splayed in the air before her. Then, with a trace of suspicion, she said, ‘You aren’t a social worker, are you?’

‘I am not,’ replied Gina, as shocked as if she had been suspected of prostitution. Did she look like a social worker, for heaven’s sake?

But now that the moment had arrived, she was unable to find the words to introduce herself. And surely, she thought with a surge of resentment, that terrifying teenage daughter would have described her to her mother. Isabel Van Asch must know who she was; she was just extracting maximum pleasure from an awkward moment.

‘Oh well,’ said Izzy, remarkably unperturbed. ‘It’s nice  to have a visitor, anyway, even if it is an anonymous one.’ Reaching with difficulty for a half-empty box of chocolates in her locker drawer, she offered them to Gina. ‘Would you like a rum truffle?’

‘I’m Gina Lawrence,’ Gina blurted out, because someone had to say it and the woman clearly wasn’t about to oblige.

The expressive eyebrows remained perplexed. Izzy shook her head and Gina caught a waft of expensive scent. Thorntons truffles and Diorella, she thought darkly; so much for the homeless, impoverished, six-feet-below-the-breadline sob story spun to her by the daughter.

‘I was driving the car that collided with your motor bike,’ she said, enunciating the words with care. Although the accident had undoubtedly been her fault, her solicitor had cautioned her most sternly against admitting anything at all.

‘Oh, right!’ exclaimed Izzy, through a mouthful of truffle. Then, to Gina’s amazement, she stuck out her hand. ‘Gosh, no wonder you were so twitchy when you came in. And how nice of you to come and see me. I’m sorry, I really should have recognised you, but I was in a bit of a state that night. Apart from your legs, I didn’t take much in at all. God, sorry - I didn’t realise my nails were still wet . . . look, are you quite sure you won’t have a chocolate?’

Bemused, Gina shook her head. ‘Your . . . daughter,’ she said falteringly, ‘came to see me yesterday morning.’

‘She did?’ Now it was Izzy’s turn to look stunned. ‘Why on earth should she have done that? She didn’t even mention it last night.’

‘Mrs Van Asch,’ began Gina. ‘She—’

‘Miss. I’m not married. But please call me Izzy,’ said Izzy, chucking the box of truffles back on to her locker. ‘But how strange.What did she want, anyway?’

‘My husband left me,’ said Gina hurriedly. There, another hurdle cleared. If she said it fast enough, it didn’t make her cry. ‘And your daughter told me that I was a selfish bitch. She said that as a result of the accident you’d lost two . . . er . . . boyfriends. I don’t really know  why I’m here, but I suppose I thought I ought to come to see you and apologise. And something else I don’t understand,’ she added with a burst of honest to goodness curiosity, ‘is how you can lose two boyfriends at the same time.What happened?’

‘So, she made you feel guilty,’ mused Izzy, a wry smile lifting the corners of her mouth. ‘My God, that girl has a positive talent for digging at consciences. She does exactly the same to me when I haven’t hung my clothes up for a week. Still,’ she added sternly, ‘she shouldn’t have called you a selfish bitch. That’s going too far. Don’t worry, I’ll have a word with her about that. And you really mustn’t worry,’ she added, leaning forward impulsively and resting her hand upon Gina’s. ‘She can be a bit self-righteous at times but she doesn’t really mean it. You know what teenagers are like.’

Gina shook her head, sadly. ‘No, I don’t.’

‘Well!’ Izzy rolled her eyes. ‘Let me tell you that they can be the living end! Kat’s an absolute angel but sometimes I almost wish I could disown her - like now. She might have twelve GCSEs, but she can still make an idiot of herself when she wants to. I really am sorry she  upset you, Mrs Lawrence. And when I see her tonight I promise you I’ll give her a good slapping.’

‘Oh, but you mustn’t—’ Gina broke off, realizing a couple of milliseconds too late that the other woman was joking. Colour rose in her pale cheeks. ‘Please,’ she amended hastily. ‘My name’s Gina.’

She hadn’t fooled Izzy, however, and they both knew it.

‘Tell me about the boyfriends,’ said Gina, changing the subject, and Izzy pulled a face.

‘It has its funny side, I suppose, although I was too out of it at the time to appreciate the humour, and when I did realise what I’d done I was pretty pissed off. Maybe it’ll be funny in a few weeks’ time.’ She shrugged, pausing to admire her painted nails, then briefly outlined the details of the mix-up, culminating in the prompt departure of both Mike and Ralph from her life.

The unorthodox arrangement - not to mention Izzy’s pragmatic attitude towards it - was something quite outside Gina’s experience. She’d never met anyone like her in her life.

‘Aren’t you devastated?’ she said finally.

Izzy looked thoughtful. ‘I suppose so, but wailing and weeping isn’t going to do me much good, is it? Besides, Kat says it would only give me wrinkles.’

‘Mmm.’ Gina, who had spent the majority of the past few days weeping and wailing, experienced a twinge of guilt. At this rate, she supposed she was lucky not to look a hundred and fifty years old. ‘Your daughter also told me that you were about to be thrown out of your flat. What will you do when that happens?’

‘Well,’ said Izzy in a confidential whisper, as a nurse strode briskly past, ‘since I’m between men, as they say, I thought I might as well seduce my landlord. See if I can’t persuade him to change his mercenary old mind . . .’

 



‘Are you joking?’ asked Katerina, two days later. She didn’t know whether to laugh and the expression on her mother’s face was making her feel decidedly uneasy.

‘Of course not,’ Izzy replied with enthusiasm. ‘Would I joke about something as serious as our imminent vagrancy? It’s perfect, darling. The answer to a desperate mother’s prayer.’

‘But she’s an old witch!’

‘She is not.’ Seeing the mutinous glitter in Katerina’s eyes, Izzy knew she had to be firm. ‘She’s just going through a rough time at the moment. I thought it was amazingly kind of her to make the offer - and it isn’t as if we have much of an alternative, anyway,’ she reminded her daughter briskly. ‘I was going to ask Rachel and Jake if we could stay with them for a while, but they really don’t have the room, whereas Gina’s rattling around on her own in that big house of hers and she needs some company at the moment . . .’

‘What about money?’ Katerina demanded. The idea of having to keep that woman company was positively chilling; she’d rather share a hot bath with Freddie Kruger.

‘Rent free for the first month,’ Izzy replied with an air of triumph. ‘And then the same as we’ve been paying Markham. Now isn’t that a great deal?’ she exclaimed. ‘Be honest, where would you prefer to live, Clapham or  Kensington? Or was a plastic bench on Tottenham Court Road tube station what you’d really set your heart on?’

Since there wasn’t really any satisfactory answer to that, Kat said nothing.

‘There you are then,’ concluded Izzy, glad that it was sorted.

‘I still don’t like her.’

‘We’re renting a couple of rooms in her house, we don’t have to marry her.’ She flashed a flawless smile at the dentist as he zipped past in his wheelchair with his smashed-and-plastered leg stuck out at right angles before him. ‘And since we don’t have any choice, we may as well make the most of it. Sweetheart, who knows? It might even be fun!’




Chapter 6

Gina didn’t know what she’d got herself into. She was suffering from a severe attack of doubt which erupted from time to time into near panic. Never one to act upon impulse, she couldn’t understand why she should have done so now, when her entire life was in the process of being turned on its head anyway and the last thing she needed was more trauma. And although she had tried to shift the blame on to Andrew, she was uncomfortably aware that from now on she wasn’t going to be able to do that. As from last week, she had become unwillingly responsible for her own life and already she was making a diabolical mess of it.

Visiting Isabel Van Asch in the hospital had succeeded in taking her mind off Andrew for an hour, which was miraculous in itself. She had gone in order to salve her vaguely pricking conscience, and had come away impressed. She’d never met anyone like Isabel - Izzy - before and the novelty of the woman had been a revelation. Imagining what it must be like to live so carelessly, to be so unworried, had occupied her thoughts for the rest of the afternoon. But since she wasn’t Izzy, and because she was quite incapable of casting off her own worries, as darkness had fallen so she had sunk back into depression. Women like Izzy simply didn’t understand what it was like, not being able to stop thinking about disaster, Gina  had realised miserably, whereas she was constantly haunted by reminders of Andrew.

And then at eight-thirty that evening, quite unexpectedly, Andrew had arrived at the house and she didn’t need to imagine him any more because he was there in the flesh, achingly familiar and even more achingly businesslike.

‘We have to discuss the financial aspects of all this,’ he told Gina, refusing with a shake of his head her offer of a drink and opening his briefcase with a brisk flick of his thumb. He wasn’t quite meeting her eyes and a fresh spasm of grief caught in her chest. Handle this with a shrug and a smile, Izzy Van Asch, she thought savagely. It was no good, it couldn’t be done. When it was the husband you loved in front of you it wasn’t humanly possible.

‘We don’t have to,’ she had wailed. ‘You could come back. I forgive you . . .’

Even as the words were spilling out she had been despising herself for her weakness. And they hadn’t worked anyway. Andrew had given her a pitying look and launched into a speech he had prepared earlier, the upshot being that Gina was going to have to realise that money didn’t grow on trees. The house was hers, inherited from her parents, and he naturally had no intention of staking any kind of claim upon it, but the credit cards were no longer going to be fair game, always there to allow herself such little treats as new furniture, holidays in the sun and the latest designer outfits.

‘I’ve spoken to my solicitor,’ Andrew had explained, more gently now. ‘And I’ll be as fair as possible, but I  have to warn you, Gina, I won’t be able to give you much at all. That flat of mine is costing an arm and a leg just to rent. And my solicitor says that, basically, there’s no reason why you shouldn’t be able to get yourself a job—’

‘A job!’ shrieked Gina, horrified. ‘But I don’t work. My job is looking after my husband! Why should I have to suffer when I haven’t done anything wrong?’

Andrew shrugged. ‘The law is the law. You don’t need  me to support you. You have this house . . . Marvin suggested that you might like to take in lodgers.’

The prospect was more than terrifying, it was unthinkable. When Andrew had - with undisguised relief - left the house thirty minutes later, Gina had made every effort not to think about it. By midnight she had come to the unhappy conclusion that pretending it wasn’t happening wasn’t going to make it go away. Andrew’s third suggestion, that she might sell the house, move into a small flat and live off the interest on the money saved, was out of the question. She had spent her entire life here and the future was going to be scary enough without having to uproot herself from the only home she had ever known.

A job . . . the mere thought of it sent a shiver of apprehension through her. Apart from two terrible years spent ricocheting from one office to another in search of a job that was even semi-bearable, she had never worked. Andrew had burst into her life and she had abandoned the tedium of nine to five, office politics and fifteen-minute tea breaks without so much as a backward glance. The relief had been immeasurable; looking after a husband  and a home was all she’d ever wanted to do, for ever and ever, amen . . .

The very idea of allowing strangers into her house - lodgers, tenants, paying guests, call them what you will - was equally alarming. Pausing finally to consider this unpalatable option, Gina actually poured herself a vodka and tonic. Who hadn’t heard the horror stories, after all, of dubious, fraudulent, sinister and sometimes downright sex-crazed characters lulling their landladies into a false sense of security and then either making off with the entire contents of the house or finishing them off with machetes? Gina, only too easily able to envisage her remains bundled into the chest freezer alongside the sole  bonne femme, took a hefty gulp of her drink. Then she realised that she was going to pieces. The tonic was flat.

 



‘I still don’t understand,’ said Katerina in challenging tones, ‘why you’re doing this. Why did you go back to see my mother and ask her - us - to come and live with you?’

It was a shame, Gina thought, that the daughter hadn’t inherited her mother’s happy-go-lucky nature. She thanked God that her house was a large one.

‘I didn’t ask her to come and live with me,’ she replied coolly. ‘I offered her a place to stay, and she accepted.’

Katerina dumped the assortment of cases and bags on to the narrow bed and gave the rest of the room a cursory glance. Magnolia walls, beige-and-white curtains, beige carpet; not awfully inspiring but exceptionally clean.

‘But why?’

Gina decided to play her at her own game. ‘If you must know, it was sheer desperation. If you really have to know,’  she continued, her tone even, ‘I need the money.’

‘Of course,’ murmured Katerina, not even bothering to sound scathing. Moving across to the window, she looked out over leafless treetops at the roofs of the elegant houses lining the street, and at the gleaming, top-of-the-range cars parked outside them. Gina’s claim to ‘need the money’ was so ridiculous it was almost laughable, but she wasn’t in a position to laugh. And Izzy had insisted that she behave herself.

‘Well thanks, anyway.’

‘That’s all right,’ said Gina awkwardly. ‘I hope you’ll both be happy here.’

‘We’ve always been happy,’ Katerina replied simply. ‘Wherever we’ve lived.’

Then, glancing out of the window once more, she spotted an ancient white van hiccuping down the road. ‘Great, here comes Jake with the rest of our things. I’d better go down and guide him into the drive.’

‘Into the drive,’ echoed Gina, paling at the sight of the disreputable vehicle being driven by a man whose hair was longer than her own. Marjorie Hurlingham was cutting back her forsythia next door. She prayed that Jake and the van wouldn’t stay long.

 



‘I can’t get over it, this is fabulous!’ declared Izzy later that afternoon. Seeing her new home for the first time, and observing with some relief that relations between her daughter and their new landlady weren’t as bad as she had feared, a smile spread over her face. Katerina had obviously decided to behave, the house was wonderful and there was real central heating that actually worked . . .  It was eight-thirty in the evening. Izzy, her plastered leg flung comfortably across Jake’s lap, was still regaling everyone with tales of her stay in hospital. Rachel, Jake’s wife, had opened another bottle of wine and was singing happily along to the music playing on the stereo - which appeared to be the only electrical appliance Izzy possessed. Katerina, lying on her side on the floor, was eating raisins and looking through an old photograph album, pausing from time to time to show off the more embarrassing snaps of Izzy during her flower-power days.

Gina perched unhappily on the edge of a chair. She felt rather like a hostess no longer in control of her own party. Not having had time to think about Andrew - and the ritual of brooding over her past life with him had become comforting, even necessary - she was also feeling somewhat dispossessed. And Izzy, Katerina and their friends were so utterly relaxed in each other’s company, laughing and teasing and giving the impression of being entirely at home in Izzy’s bedroom, that she felt even more of an outsider than ever. This was her own home, she reminded herself, yet already her immaculate guest room was unrecognizable.

Despite his long hair and gold earring, Jake had seemed remarkably normal; nevertheless, Gina was glad when he and Rachel finally made a move. He might be a lecturer in history at one of London’s largest polytechnics, but she couldn’t help wondering what the neighbours would be saying about his terrible van. And now that they were leaving, she could do likewise and retire to the sanctuary of her own room. To sit in peace and think about what  Andrew might be doing, thinking and saying at this moment . . .

‘Don’t go,’ Izzy urged, rolling on to her side and stretching out for the half-empty bottle of wine. ‘Sod it, can’t reach. Kat, do the honours will you, darling? Fill Gina’s glass to the brim. Gina, don’t look so nervous! Come on now, relax.’

Relaxing didn’t come easily to Gina, particularly when she was instructed to do so. Her legs were knotted together and she didn’t know what to do with her hands. Glancing at her watch, she said, ‘I really should be—’

‘No, you shouldn’t,’ said Katerina unexpectedly. Handing Gina her drink, she added, ‘You’re looking a lot better than you were when I last saw you, but you’re still twitchy. Why don’t you tell Mum what’s been happening with your ex-husband? She’s awfully good at cheering people up.’

Katerina still hadn’t forgiven Gina for her selfishness the previous week, but she was also slightly ashamed of her own behaviour that day. This was her way of making amends.

‘Of course I am, I’m brilliant,’ said Izzy, her dark eyes shining. ‘Tell me all about it, every detail. It’s so unfair, isn’t it, that men should be such pigs. Why on earth do we still fall in love with them?’

 



‘. . . he was my whole world,’ Gina whispered fifteen minutes later. Her wineglass, unaccountably, was empty. Her feet were tucked up beneath her. ‘When we were first married I thought we’d have a family, but Andrew told me that we didn’t need children to be happy because we  had each other. After that, every time I mentioned it he just said he didn’t want children . . . they were too expensive or too time-consuming or he needed to be able to concentrate on his career . . . and if I got upset he’d buy me a nice necklace or take me away on holiday . . . I wanted a baby so much, but he always managed to convince me he was right. And now,’ she concluded hopelessly, ‘he’s got some woman pregnant and he’s changed his mind. So I’m left on my own without a husband or a family and it’s too late for me to do anything about it. I’m too old to have children now . . . I haven’t got anything . . . it’s all been wasted . . .’

Izzy, who had been listening intently, now looked perplexed. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, eyebrows furrowed, ‘but I’m not with you. He’s been a bit of a shit, I’ll grant you that, but why exactly has your marriage been a waste?’

‘Because now I don’t have a husband or a child,’ sniffed Gina with a trace of irritation. ‘If he’d told me ten years ago that he was going to leave me eventually, I could have cut my losses and married someone else who did want a family.’

Izzy’s frown deepened. ‘But you’re only thirty-six.’

‘Exactly! How long is it going to be before I even feel  like looking for another man? How long is it going to be before I find someone I want to marry? It’s just not fair,’ Gina sniffed, tears glittering in her eyes. ‘By then it’ll be too late, I’ll be too old.’

‘This is crazy,’ Izzy burst out, jack-knifing into a sitting position and spilling half her wine into her lap. ‘If you want a baby that badly, you can have one. Nobody’s going to stop you!’
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