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  Praise for Deadly Sins:




  ‘A fast, fluent and beautifully observed novel . . . I can’t think of any writer today who captures social nuances more precisely, or with more deadly wit . . . a

  wickedly funny and utterly irresistible book’ Evening Standard




  ‘A triumph . . . you’ll never read 496 pages more quickly’ Observer




  ‘Coleridge proves that men can write bonkbusters’ The Times




  ‘Deadly Sins is a rare guilty pleasure. Coleridge seems to improve with every novel’ Daily Telegraph




  ‘What better during a credit crunch than a tale of the super-rich sleeping their way around the country? Coleridge’s escapist tale ticks every sin, from pride and

  greed to envy, wrath and, of course, lust. A right royal romp’ Glamour




  ‘Take a bite, it’s delicious’ Jeffrey Archer




  ‘A hugely entertaining novel of low cunning and high farce . . . Only an author in complete control of his material could pull off such a blissfully anarchic comedy of

  manners . . . The pacing is immaculate, the social observation spot on and Coleridge drip-feeds us with one splendid set-piece after another’ Tatler




  ‘Impeccably paced’ Good Housekeeping




  ‘Sharp social observation with moments of sheer comedy . . . guilty-pleasure reading at its naughtiest’ Easy Living




  ‘Coleridge doesn’t strike a single false note in this entertaining and absorbing tale of satisfying recognisable resonances’ Country Life




  ‘A splendidly realised tale of sexy beastliness in the world of corporate communications . . . captivating, pacy and scandalous . . . Coleridge is a pithy observer of

  social manners and the pitfalls of ambition at every level of society, and this book can be enjoyed both as a poolside bonkbuster and a wry satire’ Spectator




  





   




   




   




   




  Praise for Godchildren




  ‘This is a highly entertaining fast moving book . . . I remained utterly gripped until the last ghastly turn of events . . . The story builds to a remarkable

  well-structured and choreographed climax. It cannot fail to be a bestseller’ Spectator




  ‘This big, pacy, ambitious and thoroughly entertaining book. Coleridge is brilliant on detail . . . he inspires the most glorious waspish turns of

  phrase’ Daily Mail




  ‘Big and juicy, with a bold, schematic plot. With its beady eye for social nuance, virtuoso comedy and its peculiar brand of languid charm, this novel is as hard to

  resist as superior chocolate. Once started, Godchildren has to be consumed in a single sitting’ Sunday Telegraph




  ‘Wickedly enjoyable . . . Coleridge dissects the social mores with the precision of Tom Wolfe’ New Yorker




  ‘Godchildren is a fast, funny, tinglingly pleasurable electric shock of a novel’ Daily Telegraph




  ‘Smart, well constructed and well written with a sharp satirical eye’ The Times




  ‘Godchildren is The Magus for our times . . . ambitious, with keen satire and pathos, in places quite heartbreaking’ Daily

  Express




  ‘Godchildren is a glorious Class A read . . . Utterly compulsive’ Big Issue




  ‘Godchildren carries you on a rollercoaster of a ride so compelling that, despite the increasing darkness of the story, you are unable to get off’ Mail on Sunday




  ‘Coleridge’s latest epic will hold readers spellbound’ Chicago Sun-Times




  ‘Coleridge layers his prose with flawless detail, wit and affection for his ever-expanding cast of characters’ USA Today




  ‘Coleridge skilfully handles a small army of sharply drawn characters . . . he has a real talent for humour, delivered in deadpan fashion’ Boston Globe




  





   




   




   




   




  Praise for A Much Married Man




  ‘Agonisingly pleasurable . . . A Much Married Man grips, insinuates and compromises the reader from start to finish’ Observer




  ‘Irresistible . . . Coleridge is extraordinarily observant, shows a flawless sense of pace and period, and is pitch-perfect in dialogue’ Sunday Telegraph




  ‘Perfectly pitched . . . never a dull moment and very funny indeed’ Spectator




  ‘An absolute corker. Coleridge’s characterisations are rendered with an astringent urbanity’ Evening Standard




  ‘Coleridge has a sure-fire hit on his hands with this addictive tale of dysfunction and devotion’ Scottish Daily Record




  ‘Sparkling…Sit down, and tuck in your napkin, for a five-course meal with one delicious treat succeeding another’ Country Life




  ‘When I finished A Much Married Man, I wanted to weep because I can never read it fresh again’ Graydon Carter, Vanity Fair




  ‘Funny, touching and flawless in its detail. Nicholas Coleridge is the best sociologist of British upper-class life since Anthony Powell’ Tina Brown




  ‘This well informed comedy of modern manners reads charmingly, as if sprung from a writerly union between Iris Murdoch at the high-end and Harold Robbins at the

  low’ Publishers’ Weekly
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  On a blazing Saturday morning in June 1982, there drove through the great iron gates of St Mary’s Boarding School for Girls between Petworth and Horsham in West Sussex a

  long procession of smart family motor cars. At least two hundred Mercedes Estates, Volvos and Range Rovers, fully laden with parents, brothers and sisters, picnic baskets and dogs, were forming up

  in lines around the perimeter of the sports fields. The keenest and best-prepared parents had arrived as early as eight o’clock, in order to bag the shadiest picnic spots under the horse

  chestnut trees, or beneath the spreading boughs of the holm oak beyond the long-jump sandpit. For ten long days England had been held in the grip of a heatwave, and the forecast for today was for

  temperatures reaching the high eighties. After several years of cold, rainy sports days, no one could quite believe it.




  Just inside the gates stood groups of girls in their games kit, waiting for their parents to show up. The school grounds were primped to perfection. For days, groundsmen had been mowing, rolling

  and strimming, whitening the lanes of the running track, and erecting tea tents and Portaloos behind the sports pavilion. Exhibitions of pottery were set up on trestles, and mothers in summer

  dresses and fathers in blazers and panama hats strolled between them, admiring their daughters’ handicrafts. By the open hatchbacks of cars, families were spreading rugs and unpacking picnics

  and cool boxes and jugs of Pimm’s with mint and slices of fruit, and tipping water into dog bowls for thirsty spaniels.




  Watching all this activity from her window beneath the eaves of the main school building stood Cath Fox. She was naked but for red satin knickers and she was smoking a cigarette, held between

  forefinger and thumb, blowing smoke out of the window in great nonchalant gusts. Had anyone barged into her room at that moment, they would have seen three tattoos of various shapes and sizes on

  her back, thigh and upper arm: a spider’s web protruding above the elastic of her knickers, a scorpion on a shapely thigh and the word Callum stencilled into a heart shape. Since

  arriving at St Mary’s, Cath had been careful to conceal the tattoos from her fellow staff members. Old Ma Perse – or Mrs Violet Perse MA (Cantab) as the headmistress styled herself

  – would have been horrified, as would Cath’s boss, Mrs Bullock, senior matron. But she had shown her tattoos and belly button piercing to some of the pupils – the ones she trusted

  – and it tickled her to see the look of fascinated shock on their sheltered little faces. Cath was the same age as the sixth form girls, but sometimes she felt twice that; they’d hardly

  lived, most of them still virgins.




  From the window Cath could see the whole of the school grounds spreading out beneath her; a hundred and thirty acres of sports fields and parkland. She looked down at the cars parked round the

  fields and wondered what they must be worth, that many posh motors, not even locked and keys left dangling in their ignitions. Callum would have had a field day; not that she was telling that

  tosser where she was living now, no way.




  She stepped away from the window and considered herself critically in the mirror. She’d got her figure back; if anything it was better than before. Her stomach didn’t have a pinch of

  fat left on it. And her tits looked perky; not as big as they’d been, but they stood up nicely. She glanced down at her ankles and frowned: a bit porky. The pupils at St Mary’s mostly

  had better ankles than she did, she’d noticed that about them. She liked her face though, which everyone agreed was attractive, though her hair was too mousy in colour. Her eyes were large

  and brown and ringed with mascara. Overall, she liked what she saw, she was OK, quite sexy, she knew that.




  Slipping into a long-sleeved cotton dress which covered her tattoos, Cath headed downstairs. First she took the narrow flight from the attic to the dormitory floor where the girls slept, then

  went through numerous fire doors which led down to the mezzanine, and finally the wide carved wooden staircase hung with portraits of retired headmistresses which took you to the front hall. Before

  it had been turned into a school, the house had been the private mansion of some loaded aristocratic family, the Haddon-Carews, and it still felt more like a palace than a school to Cath. Her own

  school had been nothing like this, and that was the understatement of the year.




  In fact, before she got the job, Cath hadn’t known places like St Mary’s even existed. She’d hardly ever left the Allaway estate in Wymering; the worst pre-war council

  development in Portsmouth, people said, long overdue for demolition. But now she was working at this posh girls’ school, seventeen years old and a matron’s assistant, folding and

  sorting laundry, pairing up socks, cleaning out basins, name-taping games kit, all under the controlling eye of that old witch Mrs Bullock. Cath hated the job but it provided a place to stop and a

  few quid in her pocket and it wouldn’t be for ever. And it had its compensations.




  Emerging into the sunshine of the front lawn, Cath wondered how she was going to fill her day. She was meant to be on duty serving teas in the marquee later on, but that wasn’t until after

  speeches. There was a staff buffet going on somewhere, but Cath didn’t fancy it; she thought she’d do better crashing one of the family picnics.




  She strolled down the lines of cars and felt the approving looks of several of the fathers as she passed by. It was a pleasant feeling being looked at, even by dirty old goats in their fifties.

  Having seen their wives setting out the picnics, Cath wasn’t surprised the dads preferred looking at her, and she swayed her hips as she paraded, to give them something to gawp at.




  She hoped no one would recognise the dress she was wearing, which she’d pilfered from one of the girls’ clothing cupboards earlier in the week. One of the advantages of tidying the

  dorms during lessons was having free access to their stuff. When she saw something nice from Miss Selfridge or Chelsea Girl, she took her pick. After all, most of the girls had more than enough

  already, didn’t they?




  Not far beyond the all-weather netball court, Cath spotted Annabel. Annabel Goode was one of the pupils Cath was friendly with, who’d been shown the tattoos. You could almost say

  they’d become mates, sort of, though Annabel only knew about the parts of Cath’s life she’d chosen to tell her. Not the thieving or Callum and certainly not Jess. In any case,

  Cath had no illusions. Annabel and the other pupils at St Mary’s came from totally different worlds; they could never be genuine mates, it wasn’t going to happen.




  Annabel saw Cath approaching and gave her a big, friendly smile. ‘Miss Fox, hi, come and join us.’ With her happy, open face, lustrous brown hair, English-rose skin and perfect white

  teeth, she was one of the prettiest girls at St Mary’s, and one of the nicest. When old Ma Perse the headmistress required a senior pupil to show prospective parents around the school, she

  often chose Annabel Goode, because anyone who spent an hour or two in her company invariably decided to send their daughter there, hoping they would turn out like Annabel.




  ‘I want you to meet my parents,’ Annabel said. ‘Mummy, Daddy, this is Miss Fox I was telling you about, the one who’s our favourite matron.’ Cath was introduced to

  Annabel’s father, Michael Goode, a dark-haired man of about forty-eight and not bad looking, and her mother Felicity, a pretty blonde with an eager, submissive face.




  ‘You know Miss Fox and I are actual twins?’ Annabel told her parents. ‘She was born on April the twenty-third 1965 as well.’




  Michael Goode, who had assumed Cath was several years older than his daughter, looked surprised.




  ‘Would you like to join our picnic?’ Annabel asked. ‘We’ve got way too much food. We’ve joined up with Sophie and Mouse’s families and everyone’s

  brought masses.’




  ‘Please do join us, if you’d like to,’ said Felicity, Annabel’s mother, and Michael nodded encouragement and handed her a tankard of Pimm’s.




  Soon Cath was sitting on tartan picnic rugs with the Goodes, the Peverels and the Barwell-Mackenzies, who had parked their cars together and assembled tables and many fold-up chairs for their

  shared sports day picnic. Felicity Goode, who was known as Flea, unpacked two large serving dishes of coronation chicken, Mrs Peverel produced a fricassee of chicken and Mrs Barwell-Mackenzie a

  Pyrex dish containing cold roast chicken legs, bowls of tomatoes and hard-boiled eggs. Punnets of strawberries and cartons of Cadbury’s Mini Rolls and Mr Kipling apple and almond tarts were

  set out on Pyrex plates. Soon Cath was introduced to Annabel’s younger brother and sister, and Annabel begged Cath to show them her tattoos, since they had never seen a real tattoo before.

  With a sigh, Cath rolled up the hem of her dress to reveal the scorpion. But the children seemed less enthralled by the tattoo than the fathers, who leant forward the better to see it, with great

  exclamations of interest and encouragement. Michael Goode was particularly impressed and wondered aloud whether he should get one himself.




  ‘Please not, thank you very much, darling,’ said Felicity, with a nervous frown.




  ‘I wasn’t actually asking your opinion, Flea,’ Michael replied. ‘I was asking Miss Fox. What do you reckon, Miss Fox, do you think it’d be an improvement if I got a

  tattoo done?’




  Cath held him with a bold stare before bashfully dropping her eyelids.




  ‘Up to you, Mr Goode. They look cool, if you choose the right thing.’




  ‘What do you recommend then? A mermaid? An anchor on my arm?’




  ‘What about a one-eyed trouser snake, Michael?’ joked Mr Peverel, who was a friend of long-standing. ‘Bloody agony to have it done though . . . can’t say I’d be

  brave enough to get a tattoo myself.’




  ‘But Miss Fox has one,’ Michael reminded him. ‘Sparky lady.’




  ‘No, Dad,’ said Annabel. ‘She’s got three tattoos, not just one. And a piercing.’




  ‘Has she indeed?’ replied her father, looking at Cath with renewed interest. ‘This expensive school of yours must be more exciting than I realised, Annabel.’ And he

  retrieved a corkscrew from the picnic basket and opened another bottle of wine.




  Sports day was now officially the hottest day of the year. According to the car radio it had topped ninety degrees in Haslemere, which wasn’t that far from St Mary’s. The 1500 metres

  inter-house relay was cancelled, it being decreed too hot for such a long-distance race. An Airedale terrier almost died having been locked in a boiling Rover whilst its owners were watching the

  long jump. An elderly grandparent suffered sunstroke and had to be taken inside to lie down in sick bay. All over the playing fields, picnics were running low on bottled water and juice and having

  to fall back on alcohol.




  At the Goodes’ picnic, girls and their siblings kept peeling off to compete in events, and Cath accompanied Annabel to watch her younger sister, Rosie, take part in the

  brothers-and-sisters race. When they returned to the picnic, the three families were discussing their forthcoming summer holidays to Corfu, Sardinia and Cornwall. Cath was only too aware, from

  listening to the girls’ conversations in the dormitories, that they all took glamorous holidays in the summer, with villas in the sun, or cottages at the seaside in Devon, Cornwall or

  Norfolk. Some of the girls went away all summer long, staying with schoolfriends in different locations.




  ‘And what about you, Miss Fox?’ Michael Goode asked. ‘Are you getting away anywhere nice this summer, once you’ve got shot of the girls? I should think

  you’ll need a good holiday by then.’




  But Cath replied that she had no plans. If truth be told, she had no clue where she’d go or what she’d do – she could hardly go back to Portsmouth – but she didn’t

  say that to Mr Goode.




  ‘Tell you what,’ said Michael. ‘Here’s an idea – why not come down to Cornwall with us for a bit? We were just saying we’ll need someone to help us with the

  kids and the cooking. We’d pay you, of course. Wouldn’t that be a good solution, Flea? Take Miss Fox to Rock as an extra pair of hands?’




  Felicity looked like she wasn’t convinced, but Annabel loved the idea. ‘Oh, Miss Fox, do come, please say yes. It’s so amazing in Rock, you’ll love it.

  There’s this great sandy beach and masses of our friends go. And you can surf. We take this house right by the beach.’




  ‘I’d like that,’ replied Cath. ‘Cornwall, yeah, that’d be OK.’




  And so the plan was made. Cath would join the Goodes in Rock for the first three weeks of July. She would be paid forty pounds a week and be expected to prepare breakfast, do some food shopping

  each morning, tidy round and keep an eye on the younger children, living as part of the family.




  Annabel promised her she’d have an amazing time.




  Michael advanced her money for her train fare to London, from where she would travel down to Rock by car with the Goodes.




  If Flea had misgivings about the scheme, she could not think of any reasonable grounds on which to object to it, and so she kept them to herself.




  Cath had many secrets, but some of her secrets were buried deeper than others. There were lifestyle secrets, like her tattoos and piercings she realised would make problems for

  her, should they become widely known in the stuffier quarters at St Mary’s. Then there was the secret of her Thursday afternoons in Petworth, which she knew would get her sacked instantly if

  any of that ever came out, and would conceivably put her inside as well. Which would be an irony seeing as how she’d vowed not to end up like her dad, in and out of prison all his life. Last

  time she’d been in Petworth, the lady at the stall in the antiques market had given her a peculiar look and offered much less money than usual, which put Cath on her guard. Perhaps she should

  travel to Brighton next time, but it was a lot further to get to. But these were not the secrets that kept her awake at night.




  She was sitting in the matrons’ room, ostensibly unpacking baskets of clothes from the school laundry. There were several dozen pairs of knickers, bras, summer Aertex shirts, nighties,

  pyjamas, mufti – the St Mary’s name for home clothes – all waiting to be sorted and placed on the foot of the girls’ beds or in their lockers. She was no stranger to the

  lockers, having rifled through several of them earlier that day. The haul lay in her pocket now; a tangle of gold and silver chains wrapped inside a Kleenex tissue. There had been richer pickings

  than usual, since she’d targeted the fourth form dorms in which several girls had recently been confirmed. Cath had learnt how generous the girls’ godparents could be at confirmations.

  She had three gold crosses on chains, two charm bracelets and a seed pearl necklace as proof.




  You could say it was reckless but Cath saw it as a calculated risk. In her next break, she’d take the haul up to the attic and hide it under the loose floorboard behind the water tank. The

  water tank was next to her bedroom, but in the unlikely event of anyone discovering it, no one could pin anything on her. And they’d be disposed of soon enough in any case.




  Sometimes, when she thought about it, she was amazed how simple it was to nick stuff at this school. There was so much of it lying around, like Aladdin’s cave or Ali Baba’s cave or

  whatever: clothes, jewellery, shoes, cassettes, fountain pens, all crammed into lockers and bedside cabinets. Mrs Perse had recently given the girls a lecture at assembly about stealing, after Cath

  had done over the first year dorms, but Cath had just sat there, gazing innocently into space.




  It had started slowly enough, when she opened a package addressed to a girl named Nicola Sturridge. All incoming parcels at St Mary’s had to be opened in the matrons’ room, in case

  they contained contraband cosmetics or tuck. Cath had been intrigued by a Jiffy bag with a Cartier label, and thought she’d take a look while the girls were in chapel. Inside was a beautiful

  travel clock in a red crocodile case; you could see it was worth a mint. Before she’d thought twice, Cath had slipped it into her pocket and chucked the packaging. It was child’s play,

  no one even knew Nicola had received a parcel.




  A couple of days later she’d taken the clock into Petworth. Petworth was one of those stuck-up English market towns, full of genteel tea shops with spinning wheels and scones, and antiques

  shops flogging barometers and grandfather clocks. She walked round the whole place looking for somewhere that might buy the Cartier clock off her. After a couple of rebuffs, she found an antiques

  market selling old Victorian postcards, teacups and pincushions. One of the stalls dealt in jewellery, and the lady with her hair in a bun offered thirty quid for the clock in cash, no questions

  asked.




  After that, it became a weekly fixture, visiting Petworth. It was what she did on her afternoons off.




  She liked keeping busy, so as not to dwell too much on Callum and what might be going on at home. You could work yourself into a right state if you allowed yourself to. She hated her mum and

  couldn’t get the picture of her out of her mind – she’d never forgive her, the dirty old tart. And she wouldn’t forgive Callum either, even if her mum had initiated it as he

  kept on claiming. But Callum had looked like he was enjoying it well enough, that’s how it had seemed to Cath when she’d discovered them together. Disgusting. How could he betray her

  like that? Especially considering the kid. It was Jess’s nan he was shagging, for Christ’s sake! Well, fuck them. She was well shot of the lot of them, she knew that.




  But she did still wonder, especially at night when she couldn’t get off to sleep, obsessing over their affair and what had happened with Jess. And she missed her brothers. She wondered how

  Doyle was getting along without her; he was all right, Doyle. And how Bodie was doing at his new school. And if she was honest she missed Callum too: she’d been with Callum three years, since

  she was fourteen, off and on. Well, she knew where to find him, at the door of Nero’s, keeping out the scummers. That’s where Cath had first seen him, the hardest bloke she’d set

  eyes on. It had taken her three Saturdays in a row to nail him; she didn’t let on for weeks she was under age. A lot of people in Pompey had been jealous of her when she’d got Callum

  – there were enough women after him, everyone fancied nightclub bouncers.




  Did she miss Jess? Cath wasn’t sure you could miss a baby. Don’t get me wrong, she thought, it’s not like she had a problem with babies, it’s just with Jess not

  being able to speak, or do little beyond cry all day, she didn’t feel much for her one way or the other. And then Callum went and ruined everything, just when they were talking about getting

  married and making it official, for Jess’s sake as much as their own, by jumping in the sack with her own mum.




  The very next day Cath had left town. Far as she was concerned, she wasn’t bothered if she never clapped eyes on Portsmouth or any of them ever again.




  The bell rang for lunch and Cath headed down to the dining room. One of her duties was to supervise the girls’ tables in the big dining hall, pulling them up on their

  table manners and looking out for anorexics. Cath thought it was rather funny, considering what she knew about fine table manners could be written on the back of a stamp. They hadn’t eaten at

  a table at home more than twice in her life, not even at Christmas. The Fox family ate their meals on the couch in front of the TV; her dad had been in prison for the past three years in any case,

  eating off a Styrofoam tray in front of another TV in his cell.




  Cath took her place at table 17. At the head of the table sat Colin Woodruff, the geography teacher with whom she sometimes had casual sex. He was an OK bloke with a Hillman Hunter and a

  fondness for village pubs, and he helped pass the time and kept her mind off Callum. At lunch, she listened to the prattle of thirteen-year-old girls about ponies, pop music and their impending

  summer holidays. All the places they were going to – Paxos, Malaga, the Algarve – Cath hadn’t heard of before she arrived at St Mary’s, but already they seemed almost

  familiar. Talking to the pupils was an education. Sharp as a needle, Cath knew she was absorbing a lot, about where families like these lived, their preferred counties, cars, servants, prejudices

  and assumptions. She even found herself picking up on their pronunciation and vocab.




  Across the dining hall she spotted Annabel in animated conversation with her table of friends. They looked so carefree and innocent, Cath didn’t know whether she felt envious or

  contemptuous. Annabel sensed she was being watched, looked up and saw Cath, smiled, and gave a pretty little wave. Annabel felt there was no one she admired in the world quite so much as Cath Fox,

  with the possible exception of her father. Cath was so pretty and wore clothes so well, and was way more sophisticated than any of the girls at school. She’d had proper boyfriends and worked

  in bars and sold candy floss at a funfair. In the evenings, before lights out, Miss Fox sometimes came into the dorm and perched on the end of their beds and talked to Annabel and her friends, and

  they envied the things she’d seen and done. When she’d first shown them her tattoos, it was a sign she trusted them. It was deliciously subversive.




  Cath wondered what it would be like, going on her holidays with the Goode family.
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  The bungalow in Rock, which the Goodes were renting for their eighth successive summer, had been built in the fifties opposite a favoured stretch of sandy beach, from which it

  was separated by a busy road. Originally constructed as inexpensively as possible as a retirement home for a postman and his disabled wife, it was now rented out during high season to families like

  the Goodes for four hundred pounds a week.




  Several of the Goodes’ oldest friends took similar houses in the town, with the same cast of characters assembling summer after summer. In the early years, they had arrived with toddlers

  and young children, and spent their days shrimping and crabbing in rock pools. These days they arrived with six-foot teenagers for surfing and windsurfing and evenings spent in local pubs. As

  Annabel explained to Cath in the car, ‘There’ll be about forty girls from St Mary’s there, and their brothers. Last summer there were a hundred and fifty people we knew staying in

  Rock and Polzeath.’




  The journey by car from Fulham to Rock had taken more than six hours, as they got caught in long tailbacks on the M5 round Bristol and later behind caravans on the winding Cornish roads.

  Annabel’s dad’s Mercedes Estate was the smartest car Cath had ever been in, but tightly packed with luggage, boxes of food, surfboards, snorkels and flippers. Cath, Annabel and

  Annabel’s younger brother Tommy squeezed onto the middle seat with suitcases at their feet, Annabel’s sister Rosie was on a backwards-facing jump seat in the boot, walled in with

  suitcases, until she felt car sick. Michael Goode had had to load and unload the car several times, first outside the Victorian terraced house near Hurlingham, later at a service station. By the

  time they arrived at Rock, tempers were ragged.




  Flea kept apologising to Cath about the bungalow – ‘It hasn’t got much character, I’m afraid, but the location is perfect’ – but Cath was impressed. It had

  three bedrooms with pine furniture, two shower rooms with toilets, a lounge with sliding glass doors onto a patio, and a big sun porch with oatmeal-coloured settees and wicker furniture. And the

  kitchen was nice too, with an extendable Formica-topped table to seat ten, built-in units round the walls and Formica tops on all the surfaces. Flea said, ‘It’s all a bit of a joke

  – especially the plates and cutlery – but we don’t mind, it’s only for three weeks. The children adore it here.’ It was agreed that Cath and Annabel would share one

  bedroom, Rosie (feeling less sick now they’d arrived) and Tommy in another, and Michael and Felicity would take their usual front bedroom with the en suite. Cath thought one day she would

  like to live in a place like this, all clean and modern with an all-weather sun lounge, and wondered if she ever would.




  Once they’d unpacked, Annabel was keen to show Cath the beach and see who was there, but Flea insisted on first introducing her to the two mini-supermarkets within walking distance, where

  she could buy the essentials. ‘I’ve had to bring olive oil with us from London,’ Flea said. ‘It’s all very basic down here. You can’t even find avocados.’

  Michael, meanwhile, took the children to the hire shack to get wetsuits. ‘I’ll take you down there soon,’ he promised Cath. ‘You’ll need a wetsuit if you want to stay

  in the sea longer than five minutes.’




  Cath soon fell into the routine of the Goodes’ family holiday. She prepared breakfast of cereal, eggs and toast for everyone, washed up, walked to the Spar to buy bread, milk and whatever

  else was needed, then returned to make the picnic with Flea in the kitchen. The picnic was the same each day – white doughy baps filled with ham and cheese, hard-boiled eggs, crisps and

  Penguin biscuits. Having glimpsed the more exotic picnics of the St Mary’s sports day, Cath was slightly disappointed. Michael, meanwhile, drove to the butcher, fishmonger and off-licence to

  get steaks or sometimes lobster for the evening barbecue, and lager and wine for the beach.




  Flea kept a list of provisions she needed Cath to buy and which she was expected to add to herself whenever she thought of something. Cath hated that part, because her spelling was rubbish.

  They’d never really done spelling at her school. So she wrote Butta, Bred, Woshin powda, and Rosie, Annabel’s kid sister, thought she was a scream, assuming it was intentional

  and a joke. Cath blushed red, hating to be caught out. At St Mary’s, she strived to avoid ever writing anything down, so no one would realise she was barely literate.




  By midday the family set off to their usual spot by the high-tide mark, carrying the picnic, chairs, rugs and holdalls filled with masks, buckets and spades, and joined up with families of

  friends. The Peverels – Johnnie and Davina and their children, Sophie and Max – were there most days, and the Barwell-Mackenzies were shortly expected, back from Corfu. Some lunchtimes

  there were thirty people in the Goodes’ orbit, including teenagers who came and went to swim and smoke.




  In the evening, the same group reassembled at one another’s houses for barbecues, at which the fathers, drinks in hand, stood grilling steaks and sausages, and the women set tables and lit

  storm lanterns, and the teenagers came and went to drink and smoke. Cath moved uneasily between the three groups – sometimes playing catch with Tommy Goode on the lawn, sometimes smoking a

  quick fag, fetching paper napkins or carrying piles of plates out to the barbecue where the charred meat would be served.




  ‘You must get Cath to show you her tattoos,’ Michael said when she passed by. ‘I promise you, they’re worth a look.’




  And then the fathers would all stare at her, boggle-eyed, because there was something about Cath. In a garden full of pretty teenage girls, who they would never have thought about in that way,

  being the children of their oldest friends, Cath radiated sensuality and danger. She felt adult male eyes following her surreptitiously as she moved about the garden.




  It amazed her how rich they all were. It was like money was no object. Annabel’s dad had hired five wetsuits for the entire holiday like it was nothing, and bought a new surfboard for

  Tommy. And Flea had bought salt and pepper grinders and white serving plates at a shop in town, without thinking twice or even telling her husband. And when Cath went down to the Spar, Flea would

  hand her twenty quid and never asked for receipts, so she had quite a nice line going, putting a few pounds aside for herself.




  And they all had these posh jobs Cath had never heard of before: Michael worked in commercial property and the other dads were stockbrokers and barristers, all driving big pricey cars. She

  hadn’t a clue what it was they actually did all day but they were clearly doing very nicely for themselves.




  When Cath questioned Michael about his job over breakfast, he looked delighted to tell her. He explained how he and his partners bought and refurbished office space before renting it out for

  more money, and how it was all about yield per square foot. He said they had more than forty London properties in their portfolio, which they acquired and disposed of at regular intervals. Most

  were offices, but there were shops and restaurants too. Michael said he was negotiating to buy the old Wandsworth ambulance station to turn into retail space and thirty residential units. When she

  looked interested and asked more questions, Michael said, ‘Most people find my job jolly boring. Flea and Annabel yawn whenever I mention it.’ But Cath’s interest was sincere. She

  thought, This is how people get rich.




  On the eleventh morning, Michael said to Annabel and Cath, ‘All right, you girls, who’s for a windsurfing lesson?’




  Annabel had taken lessons the previous summer but Cath had never tried it before.




  ‘We’ll get you a wetsuit then,’ he told Cath. ‘You’ll freeze without one.’




  Michael and Cath strolled together the length of the beach to the hire shack, Annabel promising to catch them up in twenty minutes. The hire shack was a laid-back enterprise run by two blond

  surfers. Rails of wetsuits stood on sandy floorboards, with a modesty curtain strung across one corner as a fitting room.




  ‘We need to find this young lady a wetsuit,’ Michael announced. ‘Do you know what size you are, Cath?’




  Cath wasn’t sure, so Michael and the other surfers picked wetsuits from the rail and held them up against her. ‘It needs to fit comfortably so it doesn’t rub,’ Michael

  declared, his hands brushing against Cath’s breasts.




  Eventually she took a wetsuit to try on and carried it behind the curtain. A length of mirror was leant up against the wall and there was a chair for clothes. She stripped off and struggled into

  the rubber suit, tugging it up her legs and over her bottom and hips. It felt very tight, like squeezing into a washing-up glove. As she rolled it up towards her breasts, she became conscious of

  Michael peering at her through a gap in the curtain, eyes bulging with curiosity. Without saying a word, she jerked the curtain shut.




  Michael rented a windsurfer and took them to a sheltered part of the bay, close to the headland. He taught them how to drag themselves onto the board and pull the sail up by the rope, hand over

  hand, and how to trim the sail by moving the boom back and forth. He held Cath around the waist and helped her up, and trod water next to her when she attempted to do it herself.




  ‘Mind my asking who Callum is?’ he enquired at one point, staring at her arm. ‘I don’t mean to be nosy.’




  ‘No one who matters.’ She shrugged.




  ‘I feel like a spider caught in your web,’ he said later, holding her waist on the tattoo above her bikini. ‘I keep thinking my fingers will get caught.’




  ‘It’s the fly, not the spider what gets caught, isn’t it?’ Cath replied.




  At what precise moment did she realise Michael fancied her? At the hire shack? The previous night at the barbecue? Or earlier still, during the car journey south or at sports day? Cath reckoned

  you always knew, even before anything happened. In her experience, most blokes were up for it anyway, given the slightest encouragement.




  They were standing up to their waists, fifty yards out from the beach, Annabel clambering up on to the board and kicking her legs while Michael and Cath steadied it. Cath could feel the small

  roll of fat above Michael’s swimming trunks pressing into her back; his face was very close to hers, the stubble on his chin where he’d missed a section shaving, the thicket of clipped

  dark hair in his nostrils. His arms were surprisingly muscular; not the gym-pumped biceps of Callum, but toned nonetheless. Annabel heaved herself upright and was holding onto the sail which slowly

  filled with wind and began moving across the bay. ‘Well done, Annabel,’ Michael called. ‘Good girl . . . keep your balance, try a tack now . . .’




  Alone in the ocean, with Annabel several hundred yards away into the bay, Michael and Cath paddled slowly back to shore together.




  Cath asked, ‘Mr Goode, with these restaurants you have, do you get to eat in them for free?’




  Michael laughed. ‘Sadly not. Though they do generally find me a good table when I want one.’




  On the beach they could see Flea setting out the picnic with Davina Peverel. Tommy Goode and Max Peverel were playing French cricket. Michael said, ‘If you want to visit one of the

  restaurants, I could take you one day if you’re interested. Let me know when you’re next up in town.’




  ‘Really? Thanks, Mr Goode. I might just take you up on that.’




  ‘It’s Michael, Cath,’ said Michael. ‘No need for this Mr Goode business. Makes me feel ancient.’




  That evening, after the barbecue, Flea announced she was tired and would be having an early night. Annabel and a group of St Mary’s friends were heading out to a pub called the Mariners,

  frequented by boys from Radley, Charterhouse and Eton. Annabel was keen Cath should accompany them – ‘It will help us get served’ – but Cath said she needed to finish

  clearing up, then take a shower and wash her hair which was matted from sea water. The St Mary’s girls spent more than an hour getting beautified for their pub outing, while Cath made a big

  show of collecting up plates and glasses from around the garden before loading and setting off the dishwasher. Michael was in the lounge in front of the television with a can of Tennent’s,

  watching football.




  Cath took a long shower. She still found the concept of unlimited hot water novel and luxurious; in her parents’ flat in Paulsgrove you had to feed the electric with coins and there were

  seldom any to hand. The utility companies had felt like the enemy, threatening to cut off supply at any moment. How often as a child had she stood guardian at the front door against bailiff or

  engineer, insisting her mum or dad were out while they hid away in the kitchen, to prevent the gas being disconnected, or the TV or settee being repossessed?




  She washed with extra care, using the gels and shampoos that spilled out from Annabel’s sponge bag with the pattern of strawberries on it. Then she slipped into the pyjama top and knickers

  she wore to sleep in, put her wet hair up in a towel turban, and went into the kitchen to make a cup of tea. She was waiting for the kettle to boil when Michael appeared in search of beer.




  ‘I thought I heard someone in here,’ he said. ‘I couldn’t think who it was. The teenagers aren’t back yet?’ Finding Cath in knickers and pyjama top made him

  awkward.




  ‘They’re down the Mariners,’ Cath replied.




  ‘And the younger ones?’




  ‘Asleep. I checked them earlier. I think Mrs Goode’s asleep too.’




  ‘Said she’s tired. God knows why, she’s been on holiday for two weeks.’




  ‘Want a tea? The kettle just boiled.’




  ‘I’ve got a beer, but thank you for the offer. Not every day an attractive lady offers to make me a cuppa.’




  Then he said, ‘I hope you’re not bored down here, Cath. There’s not a lot to do, no funfairs or piers like you’ve got at home.’




  Cath said she was fine. ‘I’m enjoying myself.’




  ‘Good. That’s good.’ He seemed distracted, which he was, having just spotted the spider’s web tattoo rising above her stretched white knickers as she bent forward to add

  a teaspoon to the dishwasher.




  ‘Didn’t you want to go out for a drink with the others? Annabel and her friends love that pub, it’s the place to meet boys, apparently.’




  Cath shrugged. ‘It’s fine. They’re a bit young, those lads, just schoolboys.’




  Michael experienced a frisson of excitement, which he did his best to suppress. ‘I hope Rosie and Tommy aren’t exhausting you. You’ve been such a star, playing with them on the

  beach. Tommy thinks you’re the bee’s knees, with your tattoos and everything.’




  In fact, Tommy Goode had shown no interest in Cath’s tattoos; that honour belonged to his father and Mr Peverel.




  Cath turned and faced him. ‘Everyone’s been really nice. Especially you, Mr Goode . . . I mean, Michael.’




  ‘I’m glad you feel that. We want you to feel part of our family.’ His eyes kept straying towards her knickers, the tattoos, the flat stomach. It was confusing: her sweet,

  pretty young face, but something hardbitten and worldly, as though she was waiting for him to say or do something, make some move. ‘As I say, the children love having you holidaying with

  us.’




  She shrugged. ‘They’re nice kids. I’m lucky. The way I join in everything, not like a servant.’




  ‘Don’t be silly, Cath, it’s not like that at all. You’re more like . . . our fourth child.’




  Cath sat down next to him at the kitchen table, her bare legs tantalisingly close. ‘You’re a nice bloke, Mr Goode, Michael,’ she said, touching his knee. ‘We can go next

  door and screw if you want to.’




  Michael swallowed. ‘Er, good heavens, Cath. That’s very direct. I hardly know what to say.’




  ‘You can say yes.’




  His head flooded with lust. ‘Well, if you really think it’s a good idea . . . I mean, this is hardly the time or the place . . . ’




  Sighing, she took his hand and half led, half dragged him into the bedroom she shared with Annabel.




  The floor between the pine beds was filled with a mound of Annabel’s discarded clothes, a suitcase with more clothes lay open on her duvet. Cath pulled Michael’s face towards her own

  and placed his hand on her spider’s web tattoo as she dealt with his belt and the buttons of his trousers.




  ‘Christ, Cath,’ Michael kept saying. ‘I didn’t expect this.’ And, later, ‘Good gracious, Cath. Oh, my God . . . Good grief.’




  Cath was grinding away on top of him, seconds away from climax, when the door handle turned and the doorway suddenly filled with people.




  Michael jerked his head round to see Annabel and three of her schoolfriends staring at them in horror. Annabel emitted a piercing scream, and by the time Michael had extracted himself from

  underneath Cath, Flea, Rosie and a groggy-faced Tommy had joined the girls at the door, watching in stunned shock as he danced about from foot to foot, pulling his boxers and cords back on.




  





   




   




   




   




  Chapter Three




   




   




   




   




  The only thing Michael Goode publicly admitted to disliking about his new situation was lack of wardrobe space. His beautiful bespoke suits and sports jackets hung six-deep on

  coat hangers from hooks on the back of the bedroom and bathroom doors.




  Aside from that one detail, everything was just perfect; he had a whole new lease of life and felt twenty years younger. As he explained to Johnnie Peverel when they met up for a boys’

  lunch at Foxtrot Oscar, he would never have planned things to turn out this way. It had all been very stressful and difficult, and was still very difficult with Flea and Annabel especially, but the

  truth was he had never felt happier, and he’d lost a stone and a half in weight, which he put down to the incredible sex. This wasn’t to go any further, but Flea had pretty well given

  up in that department since Tommy was born. But Cath and he were at it like cats in a sack, two or three times a night, most mornings too, and he sometimes dropped home at lunchtimes for a

  quickie.




  ‘Not wanting to make you envious, Johnnie, but Cath’s something else. I mean, I’ve been married sixteen years and was in Hong Kong with the army, but I’ve never

  experienced anything like it.’




  He could now see, from his newly imposed perspective, that his marriage to Flea had been growing stale for some time. In the long run, he felt sure, she would come round to the same point of

  view, and their separation would be for the best. Flea just couldn’t see it yet, and was consequently being thoroughly unreasonable and obstructive about everything: the house, children, you

  name it. She wouldn’t even allow him to collect his wine from the cellar in Napier Avenue, despite being virtually teetotal herself.




  The early weeks had been the worst. Michael still shuddered thinking about them. All through that first night after the family had surprised him and Cath on the job, Flea had wept and railed at

  him, demanding to know how long it had all been going on, and how could he even think of doing something like that under our own roof and in his own daughter’s bedroom too?

  To which Michael had no answer, his avowals that it had never happened before and it had been a moment of madness being furiously dismissed by Flea, who could see it all now: the carefully

  contrived plan to bring that girl down to Rock and infiltrate her into the family holiday. It did not help that Michael also hadn’t quite reached climax with Cath when they’d

  all burst in, so he felt irritable and bothered, and conscious of unfinished business rubbing inside his cords.




  Annabel’s schoolfriends had slunk tactfully away, no doubt to broadcast eyewitness accounts of what they’d witnessed throughout Rock, from whence it would spread down the various

  networks which criss-crossed their social world: the St Mary’s school grapevine of pupils and parents, thence to their friends, neighbours, Michael’s work colleagues, his cricket team

  (he played most Saturdays during the summer for a team called the Gentleman Players), his old army muckers (he had done national service as an officer in the Green Jackets), and so on and so forth,

  spreading onwards and outwards like a nuclear cloud until every person he had ever met, or would ever be likely to meet, would have heard about Michael Goode being caught in flagrante by his wife

  and children and their schoolfriends, going at it hammer and tongs with a tattooed au pair girl in their rented holiday house in Cornwall.




  Annabel had dissolved into hysterics. Michael tried to comfort her but she’d shaken him off, not wanting him to touch her. Flea had eventually sent her off to bed but Cath was already

  asleep – sound asleep – in the shared bedroom, and Annabel refused to sleep in there with her and dragged her duvet to the sofa. This was the same sofa Flea had already told Michael to

  sleep on, so he lay down without blankets on the foam cushions in the sun room and slept not a wink. In the morning, Rosie and Tommy were found to have gravitated into the same bed, Rosie having

  cried all night long, but Tommy was seemingly unmoved by the night’s events and asked to be taken to the beach. Flea worried his lack of emotion meant he had internalised the shock, which

  could have lifelong consequences.




  Annabel refused to sit at the breakfast table with her father, or to touch the eggs and grilled bacon which Cath, bold as brass, was producing at the stove.




  Flea, who normally breakfasted in her dressing gown, appeared in the kitchen fully dressed.




  ‘I hope you realise this holiday is ending immediately,’ she announced for Michael’s benefit. She opened the cutlery drawer, took out a spoon, and slammed the drawer shut. Then

  she lifted a pan from the stove and flung it into the sink. ‘We will return to London the minute we’re packed.’




  Tommy looked horrified. ‘Why, Mum? We’ve got another whole week here, haven’t we?’




  Flea ignored him. ‘And don’t think she’s coming in the car either, Michael. I’m not sitting for six hours on the motorway with her in the back.’




  ‘I want to stay here,’ said Tommy.




  ‘We all wanted to stay,’ said Flea. ‘But your father’s made that impossible. So we’re going back to London. Hurry up and finish your breakfast, Tommy, and

  you can go and pack. A lot of your stuff’s in the utility room.’




  Michael began, ‘Darling, is this really necessary? It’s the children’s summer holiday—’




  ‘You should have thought of that, shouldn’t you? Before behaving like that.’ She slammed the lid on the bread bin. ‘In front of the children too. I’ll never forgive

  you. And with that common little trollop.’ She glared at Cath.




  Michael, exhausted, realised that in those few moments of ghastly discovery his life had altered, possibly irretrievably. He felt terrible remorse for the pain he’d caused to his wife and

  children, and longed to turn the clock back, to make things right again. That he had behaved wrongly he accepted absolutely. He had deep reserves of affection for Felicity and hated seeing her like

  this – the anger, her unhappy, hollow eyes. And he felt ashamed by the hurt in the faces of his beloved daughters. He wanted to throw his arms around them and comfort them.




  But at the same time – and in some respects more urgently – he wanted to comfort Cath. He had no idea what it was that she was feeling. He didn’t want her to think he had

  instantly cast her aside, or that his refusal to stick up for her against Flea (‘that common trollop’) meant he tacitly agreed with her assessment. He worried he must be losing

  Cath’s respect, the action man of the previous day recast as henpecked, appeasing husband. Even in the midst of the crisis, he realised he was still strongly attracted to her. Lifting a slice

  of toast to his lips, he could smell her on his fingers. Watching her now, dabbing rashers of bacon with kitchen towel to remove the grease as Flea had taught her to do, Michael knew his

  infatuation was not over. His regret lay overwhelmingly in being caught, and in the effect upon his family, not in the offence itself. Given the opportunity to finish what had started the previous

  night, he would have leapt at it.




  At Flea’s insistence, he dropped Cath at Bodmin Parkway and purchased her a single ticket up to London. The ride to the station was mostly undertaken in silence. Michael asked, ‘Can

  I get you a through ticket to Portsmouth?’




  ‘London’s fine.’ She shrugged. ‘There’s nothing back home for me.’




  ‘OK, London then. Have you somewhere to stay?’




  ‘I’ll manage.’




  ‘I’m awfully sorry about all this.’ He sighed. ‘Jesus, Cath, I don’t think Flea will ever forgive me. Or Annabel. It’s crucifying. I don’t know

  what’ll happen.’




  ‘Annabel’s a nice kid,’ Cath said. ‘She’ll get over it. My dad shagged anything that came along, whenever he got the chance.’




  ‘Yes, well, I don’t want you to think I’m like that. What happened . . . that was the first and only time I’ve been unfaithful to Felicity, I want you to know

  that.’




  She made a face. ‘Up to you. Not being bitchy, but most blokes married to Mrs Goode wouldn’t be so choosy.’




  They arrived at the station and Michael fumbled in his wallet for money for the ticket and to pay her wages for the holiday. ‘Here’s what we’d have owed you for the full three

  weeks. And I’ve added a bit extra.’




  Cath accepted the money without saying anything.




  ‘Will I see you, Cath? I don’t know how to find you.’




  ‘Me neither. I can’t exactly show up at yours.’




  ‘No, don’t do that.’ He blanched. ‘Tell you what, there’s a pub in the Fulham Road. The Goat in Boots. Near the cinema at the Beaufort Street end. I sometimes drop

  by for a drink after work. Six p.m. most evenings. That’s the best place to find me.’




  ‘I’ll remember that.’ But she said it without conviction, and Michael drove back to Rock and his family with heavy heart.




  Arriving home at Napier Avenue after the torturous no-speaks drive from Cornwall, Michael unloaded the Mercedes, assisted by Tommy who was the sole member of the family not

  crying, sulking or pointedly avoiding him. By the time they had stowed the surfboards, picnic blankets and beach equipment in their storage places, Flea had taken herself up to bed, the door firmly

  shut against him. Michael slept in his dressing room and wondered where Cath was spending the night.




  Cath was, in fact, sitting up all night on a bench inside Paddington station. Having arrived there with her suitcase, she’d dragged it around the hotels in Praed Street

  behind the station but they’d all either been full or way too expensive. She wasn’t paying nine quid for a bed in a fleapit! So she’d gone back to the station with its buffet and

  burger bars, where there were seats to sit down on, and wondered what to do. She knew nobody in London, had little money, and the city felt large and threatening and teeming with people in a hurry.

  She wondered what Annabel’s dad was doing now, eating a nice hot meal probably, cooked by his bitch of a wife. She liked Michael, he was a nice man, but she didn’t expect to see him

  again. Realistically, it wasn’t going to happen, not if Flea had anything to do with it.




  After it turned dark and the crowds thinned out, it became chilly and scary sitting there. Now her companions were mostly drunks and tramps. There was a pub in the corner of the station

  concourse with a jukebox playing records: Abba’s ‘The Winner Takes It All’, and ‘Don’t Stand So Close To Me’ by the Police. And, frequently, ‘House of

  Fun’ by Madness. ‘Welcome to the house of fun, now I’ve come of age . . . ’ Yeah, quite.




  She was afraid to sleep in case someone nicked her luggage. More than once, sleazy-looking blokes tried to engage her in conversation – ‘You all right, darling?’ – and

  she tried to avoid making eye contact. Every couple of hours she bought a paper cup of coffee from a stall. She thought about her mum and Callum in Portsmouth, and then a fury rose inside her, and

  she felt like thumping them. No way was she going back there; she’d sooner stop here in the station.




  The next morning, bleary from lack of sleep, she got talking to some Dutch students who told her about a YWCA up near Russell Square where you could get a bed in a dormitory for two quid a

  night, plus a locker to leave your luggage. So she found her way on the tube and slept twelve hours, oblivious to the comings and goings of other backpackers, then bought a meal in Tottenham Court

  Road. She wondered what Michael was doing and whether to call him up, but what if Flea answered the phone? Or Annabel, who hadn’t said goodbye when she’d fled Rock.




  The morning after his return to London, Michael got up early and went into his office in Mayfair. His secretary was surprised to see him, ten days sooner than expected. He made

  some comment about needing to get back, shut his office door and spent the day waiting for six o’clock to come around. Sharply on the hour he parked himself at one of the wooden tables

  outside the pub and waited. In his late twenties and early thirties, Michael had been something of a regular at the Goat in Boots, but had scarcely entered the place in fifteen years. He had named

  it as a rendezvous to Cath because it was the first place he could think of that might work. Now he wasn’t so sure. The pub was heaving with customers and he felt conspicuous sitting alone at

  a table and wished he’d brought a newspaper. He was worried, too, that a friend might spot him, and even try to join him, and how then could he explain Cath, if she showed up?




  After an hour and a half he gave up and went home. Flea had already eaten supper with the children, the house had an atmosphere of mourning. He realised he hadn’t eaten all day, so fetched

  cheese and salami from the fridge and turned on the television in the study. No sooner had he done so than Flea came in and switched it off. Her shoulder-length blond hair was scraped back from her

  face in an Alice band. Her once soft features now struck Michael as hard and accusatory.




  ‘I want you to be straight with me,’ she said. ‘How long has all this been going on? I need to know.’ There followed a circular argument full of denials and

  recriminations, of the kind already familiar and destined to become a nightly occurrence. Michael slunk off to bed, drained and alone, consumed by guilt and dreams of tattoos.




  On the fourth evening at the Goat in Boots, Cath showed up with her suitcase. ‘Mine’s a Pernod and black, Mr Goode.’




  His delight at seeing her surprised him. She looked shockingly sexy in a tight black sundress with the Callum tattoo on full view. He had almost forgotten how good her figure was.




  They sat drinking outside at a wooden table until closing time, then ate at the Greek restaurant next door, Wine and Kebab.




  ‘Have you somewhere to stay?’ he asked her.




  She shook her head.




  He drove her to a hotel in West Kensington he’d noticed in the past, with a banner outside advertising rooms for low prices. It transpired that those particular rooms were all taken but a

  superior room was available, which Michael paid for. He carried her suitcase upstairs. The room stank of cigarettes but was otherwise fit for purpose, with a big sagging bed. There was a wardrobe

  with deep scratches down the front, and tea-making facilities on a tray: kettle and basket of sugar, sweetener and mini cartons of UHT milk. Cath, who had never stayed in a hotel before in her

  life, was thrilled by the novelty of it all, the en-suite bathroom and toiletries. Michael wrinkled his nose at the cigarette smell and hoped this wasn’t all too sordid.




  Of course, they both understood what would happen long before they had inspected the room.




  ‘This time let’s hope your wife and kids don’t muscle in,’ Cath said, leading him to the bed.
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  Cath liked the new flat at once. The entrance lay between an electrical shop and a wine bar on Hollywood Road, the flat occupying the back half of the second floor, overlooking

  a vista of other people’s backyards and gardens. Michael had found it through a contact in the lettings world, and they moved in almost at once, within a few days of their reunion at the Goat

  in Boots. Michael felt it was on the small side but Cath considered it spacious, with a lounge, galley kitchen, bathroom and bedroom.




  For the first fortnight they scarcely had more than the clothes they stood up in, Michael having exited Napier Avenue with an overnight bag. That first weekend, whenever they weren’t in

  bed, they were shopping for clothes. Michael took her to the King’s Road, and later to Jermyn Street. Cath was entranced by the glamour of the shops and shopfronts, the wide streets, the

  imposing buildings of the capital. They drove along Piccadilly, down Pall Mall, past Buckingham Palace and Whitehall and the Houses of Parliament, then back through the stucco canyons of Belgravia

  and Kensington. At every turn, Michael told her about the different areas and the people who lived there. They passed expensive-looking restaurants in the Fulham Road which he promised to take her

  to, and pointed out the homes of friends and the pubs and bars he had frequented before his marriage. But after an hour or two, they always returned to the flat and their bedroom overlooking other

  people’s back gardens.




  In due course, and after many tense and protracted negotiations, Flea consented to the principle of Michael retrieving more of his clothes and certain specified belongings from Napier Avenue,

  and a time was agreed when she and the children would vacate the house for a couple of hours so this could be accomplished without any danger of interaction. Annabel was refusing even to speak to

  her father, let alone see him. Michael took Cath with him to his old abode, to assist him in loading up the Mercedes with his brogues, suits, golf bag and cricket bats, as well as certain pictures

  and team photographs which indisputably reflected Michael’s taste more than Flea’s, and would not detract from the completeness of the family home.




  On her earlier fleeting visit to the house, Cath had penetrated no further than the front steps, so she had not appreciated the size and comfort of the Goodes’ home. Now, as she followed

  Michael across the glazed tiled floor of the Victorian hall and into a succession of light, bright reception rooms, she knew she had never been anywhere so posh. The place was like something you

  saw on TV, furnished with matching sofas and armchairs, and small tables covered with tablecloths with patterns of rosebuds and exotic birds, and dozens of family photographs in silver frames;

  photographs of the kids on holiday in Rock, school photos of them in uniform – including one of Annabel in her St Mary’s green cloak – one of Michael and Flea on horses in Arizona

  wearing cowboy hats. Each room was painted different colours: primrose yellows and powder pinks and sky blues. There were vases filled with flower arrangements, and china ornaments of dogs and pigs

  on the mantelpiece, and a big squashy stool covered with magazines in front of the fireplace. Some of the furniture was antique and smelt of beeswax, like the furniture in the shops in Petworth.

  French doors in the living room led out to a long narrow garden with a children’s playhouse and a trampoline; the grass of the lawn had grown long, probably because Michael wasn’t there

  to mow it. Cath picked up a framed photograph of a handsome man and a pretty bride on their wedding day, emerging from a church under a tunnel of swords held aloft by soldiers, and Cath recognised

  the bride and groom as Michael and Flea.




  She followed Michael upstairs into the master bedroom with its glazed chintz pink and white bedspread, fastidiously arranged with cushions in size order, and a frilly chintz canopy above the bed

  like in a kid’s book. Cath tried to imagine Michael and Flea doing it in that bed, but couldn’t; not under the gaze of three sugary pastel portraits of their children in oval

  frames.




  She thought of her old bedroom in Paulsgrove without even a proper bed, just a mattress on the floor and no bedside cabinets or lamps or dressing tables. And no frilly skirt thing round the edge

  of the bed to conceal the mattress. There was a proper word for them, it would come to her. Valance. That was it, a valance. Well, they’d never had those either.




  Michael was loading up the car with boxes of files and a leather chair and lamp from his study. He lifted down from the lavatory wall framed photographs of school teams and a parade of officers

  in Catterick. Now he retrieved two large suitcases from a boxroom, opened them on the floor and began filling them with suits on wooden coat hangers and piles of ironed shirts from a chest of

  drawers. All his shirts were the same, Cath reckoned: whites, blues and pink stripes. She watched him place a pair of ivory-backed hairbrushes into the suitcase, then a bowl of assorted cufflinks,

  and half a dozen pairs of polished brogues into shoe bags, followed by spiked cricket shoes, rugby boots and golf shoes. Item by item, she watched Michael pack up twenty years of clobber.




  She wandered into the bathroom, taking in the mirrored walls, the big white towels on a heated chrome towel rail, the neatly aligned hand towels. On a shelf beside the bath sat a green ceramic

  frog, the top of its head filled with bath crystals. Flea had more pots of moisturisers than anyone she’d ever seen; they were lined up around a box of tissues in a frilly cover on the vanity

  unit, with assorted atomisers of perfume and tiny heart-shaped silver photograph frames of the children. Cath turned the shower handle and a torrent of hot water cascaded down.




  On impulse, she stripped off and stepped under the shower, having first pulled on Flea’s pink and white shower cap. She lathered herself in gel and scrubbed herself with Flea’s

  loofah shaped like the husk of a giant corn cob, and dried off with a fluffy white towel. Inspecting herself from all angles in a wall of mirrors, she decided London was suiting her: she looked

  lean and fit. Spotting a pair of nail scissors, she trimmed her bush, tufts of pubic hair floating down onto the pile carpet. Still wearing the bath cap, and naked apart from the fluffy white

  slippers she had stepped into by the bath, Cath strolled back into the bedroom. Michael was struggling to close the second suitcase, over-packed with skiing jumpers.




  ‘For heaven’s sake, Cath. You’ve not been using Flea’s bathroom? She hates even the children going in there.’




  ‘What d’ya reckon?’ Cath said, giving him a twirl. ‘Does Mr Goode like what he sees?’




  Mr Goode did like. But he also knew Flea could arrive back in twenty minutes, and he had promised to be packed and gone by then, it was a condition. ‘Get dressed, quickly, Cath.

  They’ll be back any minute, we have to clear out of here.’




  ‘But I’ve been preparing myself for you. I’m all washed up and smelling like the perfume counter in Allders.’




  ‘Cath . . . Not now. We’ll be back at the flat soon if we hurry.’




  ‘I want you here, Michael. In your own bed. Now.’




  ‘Absolutely not. Out of the question.’ But she heard him waver. Cath tugged back the perfectly smoothed bedcover and Flea’s folded nightie flew out from beneath a pillow.




  ‘She’s going to know . . . she puffs up the pillows in a certain way . . . ’




  Cath opened her mouth and drew him towards her. As ever, when he spotted the Callum tattoo, Michael felt a surge of competitiveness. Whoever Callum might once have been in her life, he

  didn’t wish to underperform him.




  ‘This is madness,’ was Michael’s final caution as he slipped into his marital bed beside her.




  Soon afterwards, he said, ‘You should find one in the drawer there.’




  Afterwards, Michael considered it unlikely the hastily remade bed would satisfy Flea when she returned. But, by then, he was intent only on quitting the premises before his wife showed up.




  As they pulled away from the kerb in the laden Mercedes, he glimpsed his estranged family in the distance, turning into Napier Avenue on foot from the direction of the Hurlingham Club.




  Cath loved her new life. Her previous lives in Portsmouth and at St Mary’s already seemed hazy and distant, and could scarcely be compared to her present ritzy existence

  with Annabel’s dad. Almost every night they ate out in Italian restaurants, sometimes with male friends of Michael’s, and there was wine and sambuca and waiters who fussed over them and

  ground pepper over their pasta from giant pepper grinders. These restaurants, with names like San Frediano and Meridiana, were noisy and filled with glamorous people, but however full they were

  there was always a good table for Michael. On one of their first evenings, the head waiter had exclaimed, ‘Hey, ciao, nice to see you again, Michael, and your beautiful daughter

  too,’ and he bustled off and returned with complimentary glasses of Prosecco.




  Sometimes they ate at a place named Foxtrot Oscar on the Royal Hospital Road where Michael knew the owner, another Michael, and in fact knew most of the customers too. They sat upstairs eating

  hamburgers and crab cakes and he pointed people out to her: ‘That man’s just bought the old Citroën garage on the Brompton Road in a three-million-plus deal’; ‘See that

  blonde sitting with the Arab gentleman? She used to live with George Best’; and so on, all of which Cath found thrilling, making her feel part of the in-crowd. Sometimes they joined other

  tables for coffee and more drinks, and Michael always proudly introduced her – ‘This is Cath Fox, my friend from Portsmouth’ – and his friends accepted her as part of their

  set and congratulated Michael on his new date. ‘I hear Michael found you sewing on name-tapes at his daughter’s school,’ they’d say. Or else, ‘You should have seen the

  matrons at my old preparatory school in Broadstairs – nothing like you, sweetheart, worst luck.’ As the evenings wore on, some of Michael’s friends would surreptitiously place

  their hands on her knee, or higher, and she would playfully push them away – naughty, naughty, for taking advantage. They liked Cath because she was sexy and unexpected and made them laugh.

  It was amusing to see Michael with such an unsuitable woman, because he’d grown a bit dull with Flea.




  Occasionally, when Michael introduced her to married couples he knew, Cath felt some frost, especially from the women. ‘Give my love to Flea,’ one of them said, pointedly,

  ‘when you next see her.’




  ‘Bitch,’ said Cath when she was still within earshot, retreating with Michael to their own table.




  Beyond making love and going out to dinner in restaurants, Cath’s days were somewhat empty, but this did not especially trouble her. After sex, Michael slipped away to his office, and Cath

  dozed off back to sleep. The afternoons she spent exploring the shops of London, gradually becoming familiar with the geography of Fulham, Chelsea and Kensington. Having no money, other than when

  Michael accompanied her, she spent very little: she would see what was on the rails, try things on, and sometimes just sit on a bench in the King’s Road, smoking a fag and watching the world

  go by. This perpetual shortage of cash, even for cigarettes, sometimes irked her. She considered finding a job but when she mentioned the idea to Michael he discouraged it – he liked his

  daytime trysts, which would not have been possible were she working. Once or twice Cath eyed the pewter dish filled with gold and silver cufflinks on his dressing table, but knew he would miss them

  if she sold any, since he liked to rotate them.




  She did not put in much effort in Hollywood Road. You could not have described Cath as a home-maker, and it did not occur to her to wash or iron Michael’s shirts, vacuum the carpets, or

  make the bed with any conviction. The sink was often piled high with coffee cups and plates, the fridge empty of food. When she’d visited Napier Avenue with Michael to collect his stuff, Cath

  had been transfixed by the huge gun-metal fridge-freezer in Flea’s kitchen, like something out of Dynasty, its shelves filled to bursting with quiches, chicken and supplies. It

  struck her as unjust that Mrs Goode should have everything her way – the immaculate big house and full fridge – when she, Cath, did not. Michael seemed not to care, dropping off his

  laundry at Sketchley’s and taking Cath out to eat.




  Weekends were more eventful and Cath looked forward to them. They drove up to Silverstone to watch motor racing and had lunch with a lot of blokes in a VIP tent. They watched rugby at Twickenham

  and had tea in a VIP area. When the cricket season restarted they drove all over the south of England to different grounds where Michael’s team was playing. Cath found she got on well with

  the girlfriends of the other players, less well with their standoffish wives. One Saturday the team played a match at Pulborough, close to Petworth, and Cath felt uncomfortable at the memory of

  that period of her life.




  Another time the fixture was at Waterlooville, not ten miles from Portsmouth.




  Michael said, ‘Portsmouth’s just down the road. We’re very close. I can easily drive you in if you like.’




  ‘Why would we want to do that?’




  ‘You’ve got family there, haven’t you? We could call on them, I’m sure they’d like to see you.’




  ‘I’m not bothered.’




  ‘Well I am. I’d love to meet them.’




  ‘Too bad you’re not going to.’




  Guessing she might be ashamed of her relatives, he said, ‘You’ve met my family, Flea and so on. It doesn’t matter what they’re like, I don’t mind. It would be nice

  to meet them, that’s all.’




  ‘Shut up about it, won’t you? You’re not meeting them, OK. Not ever. They’re not part of my life any more.’ No way was she introducing Michael to her mum, or

  letting him find out about Jess. Or meet Callum. None of them.




  ‘All right, darling. I was only asking. We don’t have to visit them. But one day I’d like to, that’s all I’m saying.’




  ‘Don’t even think about it. You’re pissing me off asking. Just drive, OK?’




  And Cath withdrew inside herself, refusing to say another word until they reached London.




  Another source of conflict was Michael’s children and their refusal to see him (apart from Tommy) which made him frustrated and sad. He blamed Felicity for withholding them, though she

  insisted Annabel and Rosie took that decision for themselves and she did not influence them one way or the other. Until visitation terms were agreed as part of a divorce settlement – Michael

  and Flea were only separated, the juggernaut of divorce yet to get rolling – Flea said she would not force the girls to see their father if they didn’t wish to, and so long as he

  remained with that girl she doubted they would change their minds.




  ‘You realise you’re a laughing stock?’ she told her husband. ‘People are laughing about it all over London. She’s the same age as your daughter, for God’s

  sake. And covered head to toe in tattoos! And speaking of disgusting habits, please tell your teenage mistress not to cut her pubes on my bathroom carpet.’




  Annabel secretly missed Cath, though their friendship had not been an intimate or equal one, more of a one-sided hero worship on Annabel’s part, which added to her sense of betrayal. The

  two people Annabel most admired, her dad and her role model, were now shacked up together – in a love nest – and she couldn’t, wouldn’t see either of them.

  When Tommy went off to spend Sundays with his dad, Annabel quizzed him afterwards on every detail, particularly over whether Cath had joined them for any part of the day, such as tea at Tootsies;

  she wanted to know everything, to fuel her misery and feeling of displacement.
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