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Chapter One


Saturday


Alice Lightfoot hadn’t planned to be naked when the postman arrived. Although not a particularly self-conscious woman, she did draw the line at exposing her body to a relative stranger. It crossed her mind, as she saw him staring through the kitchen window and an open door to herself, lying on a sheepskin rug, that it would have been better if he had been a complete stranger.


How much of her could he see? She hastened to look away for fear of catching the information in his eye. A twinkle, perhaps, or worse, the cold glint of disapproval. It was tempting to jump up and run out of his eyeline. But that would mean exposing more of herself and, anyway, she couldn’t do anything in a hurry because the baby would have to be removed first.


Alice wasn’t alone. Curled up in the foetal position, as if about to return to the womb – the wrong womb, as it happened – was Alice’s granddaughter, Lily.


If the postman is here, thought Alice, it must be seven, which means they had slept together for hours. She’d got up to give Lily her bottle at four thirty, taken off her nappy to change her and decided on a brief cuddle, a moment of delicious skin-to-skin contact. It had been dark outside, a little lamp casting a mellow glow in the room. Her nakedness – she hated a nightdress in bed and there was no one else in the cottage – was perfectly natural. Richard would have said she should have pulled the curtains. I am not a freak.


She could call out to the postman, she thought, but then heard a gruff, embarrassed voice: ‘You can sign for it later.’


‘Thanks.’ He was gone. She heard his van go up the lane.


Relieved, Alice was just about to ease Lily sideways when she felt a warm wetness trickle rapidly down her stomach and between her legs.


‘Oh, Lily! How could you?’ The baby’s eyes were open and gleeful. She even gave a fat chortle. She was a plump baby, smooth head covered with soft down. According to her mother, she slept through every night and played or slept through every day. So far the night information had been false. Lily hadn’t settled until after midnight and had woken soon after four. Perhaps she was missing her mother.


‘You’re going to share a bath with Grandma, my wicked princess.’


Grandma, Alice thought, as she walked through to the bathroom, was a very odd word when applied to one as young as herself. Their generations were so close. Florence, now Florrie, had been born when she was just twenty-one and Lily when Florrie was nineteen.


Alice placed Lily on the changing-mat and stared at her own body in the mirror. For a redhead she tanned easily and was always surprised by how white her breasts and buttocks remained. She twisted round to get a different angle. She supposed she had been shocked by the poor postman’s unwillingly prying eyes because no man had seen her naked since Richard’s death.


She leant over to turn on the taps and felt her breasts swing. She was glad they were big enough to do that. She imagined hands coming up to hold them, perhaps squeezing the nipples a little. Immediately, she felt a slight and unexpected tingling between her legs. She put a hand there and felt the damp of Lily’s urine.


It seemed extraordinary that, after three years of hardly considering sex, she was now aroused – not much, certainly, but enough to make it clear that, in the right circumstances, she might become interested.


‘Come on, darling.’ She turned off the taps and lifted the baby into her arms. But as she stepped into the bath, she realised that her intention to splash about in innocent delight with her granddaughter had been tainted by her resurrected sexuality. The boundaries had blurred and become dangerous. What if Florrie came back, as she would at any moment from her honest job of stacking shelves in the local supermarket?


Hastily, Alice set Lily down and wrapped herself in a towel. Lily would have a conventional bath and they’d eat boiled eggs for breakfast and she’d behave like a proper grandmother. Alice sighed. A grandmother and a widow.


‘It was absolutely horrendous! Fellow workers vile! Boxes filled with jars. Worse than a nightmare!’ Florrie burst into the kitchen, her hair newly bleached and standing up in little knots over her head.


‘It was very brave of you,’ said Alice, and thought that if you went ahead with a plan to be a single mother, as Florrie had, your destiny was sure to include horrendous job experiences.


‘Luckily,’ continued Florrie, kissing Lily as she stuffed the toaster with bread, ‘tonight I’ve got a job picking mushrooms. Peace. Calm. Listen to the mushrooms grow et cetera.’


‘Good,’ lied Alice, wondering at what point she could introduce the subject of Lily’s bad night behaviour. ‘I’m exhausted,’ she said, as a lead-in.


‘I’m exhausted,’ yawned Florrie, at exactly the same time but louder than her mother. ‘I’ll get in a few hours’ kip and be right back on duty. Isn’t it lucky Lily’s such a dream baby?’ Smiling contentedly, she left the room.


Alice tried to recall Richard’s often repeated estimate of their daughter’s character. Had it been ‘the most selfish, self-centred, self-regarding person in England’? Or ‘in the world’? At the time she’d hotly defended Florrie, citing the difficulties of being virtually an only child in London – her brother chose to patronise some absurd all-male school in the north, her father worked from very early morning to very late evening, and her mother worked as much as she could. This had made Florrie precociously independent, Alice had argued, so that she knew her own mind and was capable of organising things to get her own way.


‘Selfish,’ Richard had repeated, inexorable, as always.


Alice had been forced to reel out a longer defence, about how strong Florrie was, how well prepared to thrive in a world where the weak went to the wall. One evening, she now remembered, she’d even upped the stakes to a boast. ‘You mark my words, she’ll become a captain of industry and give you a heart-attack.’


Richard did have a heart-attack. And since presumably it was decreed by fate, one could count it lucky that he had been taken ill in court just two months before Florrie, ever decisive, made the decision not to take her A levels, and about a year before she announced she was pregnant, father not relevant.


Not that I mind any of this in principle, thought Alice. She went over and lifted Lily out of the high chair. I just don’t want to be left holding the baby.


‘Mama, Mama,’ gurgled Lily, trying to pull strands of Alice’s hair.


‘No.’ The hair was firmly removed. ‘I am not your mama. I’m an independent spirit who’s on temporary duty in this little cottage on loan to your mama, while I enjoy the hard and satisfying grind of a working woman in my flat in London.’


‘Mama, Mama,’ laughed Lily.


‘Whatever are you going on about?’ Florrie stood at the door: a childish expression of attack was evidently the best form of defence.


‘I’m just trying to explain to your daughter the realities of family life.’ Alice noticed Florrie looked tired – young and pretty and tired. ‘You go and have a rest, darling. Lily and I will enjoy the garden.’


The garden was small, a patch of grass surrounded by flower-beds overflowing with the sort of flowers that take care of themselves. Theirs was a wild independence that Alice admired: clumps of white daisies, rosemary, lavender, tangled up with straggling old-fashioned roses and a few ancient wallflowers that survived from one year to the next. ‘Look.’ She bent down with Lily to point out a Red Admiral alighted on a spike of lavender.


Beyond the lawn the garden became even less kempt, the unmown grass overhung by three small, aged apple trees. Alice carefully placed Lily’s pram under one and put her into it. She sat on a deck-chair nearby and listened to the baby’s protesting cry die away. She wanted to make herself a cup of coffee but the peace, hardly interrupted by birdsong and the steady hum of insects, held her there. This was why she’d bought the cottage, she remembered.


‘Mum! It’s lunch-time and Lily hasn’t even got a clean bottle. You’ve just left them there on the side and now she’ll wake up and scream.’


Dazed, Alice looked up at her reproachful daughter. ‘I must have fallen asleep.’


Later, Alice and Florrie sat on a rug under one of the apple trees eating a salad Alice had made. Florrie’s bare legs stuck out into the sun. They were beautifully slim with the unmarked perfection of youthful skin. Lily lay nearby waving her hands at the shadows made by the leaves over her head.


‘This is a bit of an idyll,’ said Alice, and was surprised by her ironic tone. Surely it was an idyll. Three generations in summery contentment, the snakes subdued or gone away. She stood up and stepped over her daughter’s legs. ‘I’m going to open a bottle of wine.’


Florrie looked up lazily but said nothing.


Alice walked into the cottage and found some wine in the fridge. She’d made their supper at the same time as their lunch, a chicken pasta salad waiting in a pretty painted bowl, which only needed fresh tarragon added at the last minute. Quiet hours stretched ahead in which she could relish being a good grandmother.


‘I’d prefer a beer, if you’ve got one,’ called Florrie, from the garden.


‘No, I have not!’ How could she be so angry, even though she’d said it quietly through gritted teeth? She slammed the drawer from which she’d taken the corkscrew.


‘No beer, darling,’ said Alice, re-entering the garden. ‘You’ll have to make do with wine.’





Chapter Two


Sunday


Alice listened for her steps on the pavement, but there was no sound, no hard evidence of her existence. She could have been a ghost floating along these warm, busy streets, with no one knowing or caring about her presence. Yet she had left the country earlier than usual today because she had longed to be in London.


Her flat was on the second floor of a mansion block in Kensington. The building was constructed of scarlet bricks, whose colour was intensified by the sunset flooding its western angles. The block stood on three sides of a paved courtyard edged with urns bearing gloomy shrubs. When Richard had proposed to her, standing just about where she was now at the end of another late July day, she had rejected him on the grounds that her hair clashed with ‘all that hideous brick’. What had he said? ‘Then I’ll move.’ But, of course, he hadn’t. Richard had loved the flat. She loved their little cottage, bought in the last five years of their marriage.


Alice sighed, shifted her bag on her shoulder and looked up to the west-facing window of the flat. She’d always needed to trace it along, beyond two flats at its left, one with dreadful pink geraniums on its balcony, the other with a row of round balls of clipped privet, then hers – or rather his – the balcony flanked by the pyramidal bay trees he had bought. Despite her efforts, they refused to die.


The white curtains were drawn back but beams of sun struck the two long panes of glass directly, making them glossy black and reflective. For some reason, Alice continued to stare, picturing the heavy furniture inside, which easily dominated her own pale cushions and throws, introduced over the years.


Concentrated on her own imaginings, it took her a moment to appreciate that the sun had moved, allowing a section of glass to become semi-transparent. Someone was inside the room.


Her heart skipped. No one should be there. Florrie was at the cottage; she had Peter’s key. Could it be the porter? But the porter wouldn’t flutter. The glass doors to the balcony must be open a crack and a breeze was catching the intruder’s clothes. A woman in a dress with loose sleeves or wearing a light shawl who, she felt quite convinced, was staring out at her.


Hurriedly, Alice opened the gate to the courtyard and let herself into the hallway. The reception desk was unattended but by the time she reached it the porter, putting on his hat hastily, had appeared from some inner recess.


‘Quick, Joe, there’s a burglar in my flat!’ He didn’t move so she took his arm. ‘You don’t have to be frightened. It’s just a woman.’


Mumbling something about guns, he disappeared, then emerged armed with a canister of pepper spray. He followed her in an aura of servile unwillingness. He was always like this on Sunday. He had once informed Alice there were too many bags returning from weekends in the country requiring a strong arm. Well, she required a strong arm now.


They went up in the lift and hurried past one flat to her own front door. It was closed, tranquil, secure. Alice unlocked it and gingerly entered, then, rethought. ‘You go first!’


Joe became more enthusiastic. He held up his canister triumphantly.


Alice nodded impatiently. They proceeded across the hallway with its shiny parquet flooring. A corridor led to right and left, the living room straight ahead. She indicated the open door. His canister pointed, Joe trod silently on to the thick carpet. Only a streak of orange sunset came through the window but it was easy to see that the room was empty and undisturbed.


‘She was by the window.’ They went to it – closed, Alice noticed – and stepped on to the balcony. Nothing.


‘I’ll check the bedrooms.’ He went off quite cheerily now, obviously certain the burglar was the product of her imagination. He would like that, Alice thought. All men enjoyed the idea of a hysterical female.


She stood dreamily on the balcony, as if the fearful raising of her heartbeat over the last few minutes had dropped her into a calmer place than before. She supposed the movement had been a combination of shadow and the light curtain fluttering as if it were a woman’s dress. The window had never been open.


The streets were emptier than before. A couple came out of the launderette opposite, and a group of three or four were going into the pub a little further down the road. It had outside space, which would soon be crowded and noisy. Sometimes Alice sat on her balcony and people-watched.


In the road directly below, a Volvo estate drew up. Children and dogs spilled out, followed by the Hunter parents. The Hunters kept swearing they were going to buy a house but somehow still squashed into the flat beneath hers. She was about to turn away – watching the Hunters argue about who was going to carry what was no fun – when a woman wearing a dress came into her eyeline. She had evidently left the flats and now approached the Hunters’ debouch. As Alice began to be nervously interested, the woman spoke to Mrs Hunter, who stopped lecturing her son long enough to give her a beaming smile and even call something after her. Clearly a friend, thought Alice, and hardly bothered to watch as the woman strolled away down the street opposite.


‘All clear, Mrs Lightfoot. No intruders today.’


Alice stepped back into the room. Joe now looked disappointed, as if he had been thwarted of pepper-spraying fun. ‘Good. You’d better get back downstairs, then.’ He hovered, waiting, doubtless, for a fiver. ‘The Hunters are back with piles of baggage.’ She took a small revenge as she handed over the note.


Alice sat on one of the large leather sofas. The sun had gone from the room now but the day had been hot enough for her to enjoy the cool breeze blowing from the door to the balcony. She would never like the flat, but this had become a good moment, the being left on her own. She had learnt to enjoy it a little watchfully, though, for after a while, the good moment changed to loneliness.


This evening she felt happy. She enjoyed the knowledge that she could behave in any way she liked. She could take off her trousers and sit comfortably in her knickers and T-shirt without causing desirous expectations or disapproval. Richard had often complimented her on her thighs. They were long, slim and unpuckered by the pull of subcutaneous fat. Just genetic luck, presumably, although it wasn’t easy to check out her inheritance since her mother, an only child, had died when she was three and her father, still alive, had always refused to talk about her. But Alice knew she had the same auburn hair as her mother had had, so it seemed reasonable to assume she had her thighs too.


She stood up. The next procedure, when she was alone for an evening, was to think about food. Put a little shape into the hours. But instead she sat down again, crossed her legs and looked at her calves and ankles. They were not as satisfactory as her thighs. Not fat but definitely straight. Had her mother’s legs been straight? Her father’s were too sinewy in that particularly masculine way for her to draw any deductions.


Alice smiled at her absurdity. Why this sudden interest in her body? Yesterday it had been nakedness and the beginnings of sexual arousal; today an examination of her legs. Would she soon be experimenting with hair colour and going on faddish diets? Was it out of mourning and into self? Was her reluctance to take responsibility for darling Lily a sign that she wished to revert instead of going forward with the mature wisdom – Alice smiled again – of a middle-aged woman? Perhaps she would take this question to her Cruse counsellor, who was still there for crisis moments. Perhaps, on the other hand, she wouldn’t. Perhaps she wouldn’t feel like seeing him ever again, with his encouraging talk of one day at a time.


Alice stood up again and stretched. She suspected that these thoughts should be expressed to someone, probably Mitzi, who had made a stab at the role of sympathetic confidante since Richard’s death even though her own marriage had been falling apart.


Slowly and reluctantly, Alice went down the snugly carpeted corridor to her study, a neatly ordered room, once Richard’s, with fitted bookshelves, filing cabinets and a smart new computer. In this room she became the successful journalist and interviewer whose copy appeared weekly in the magazine section of a national newspaper.


The study door opened with a little whisper as the wood brushed along the carpet. Alice, concentrating on the computer, gasped as the sound reached her consciousness. Someone was inside the flat. Had the woman been hiding in a cupboard all the time she’d been studying Sir Brendan Costa’s history, life and work?


‘Hi, Mum.’


Alice turned round from the computer screen, which shone with a many-coloured diagram of Sir Brendan’s latest takeover. ‘How did you get in? I thought you gave me back your key!’ There was the edge of a squeal in her usually low voice. Relaxing, she watched Peter’s face, like her own in its foxy colouring but otherwise quite unlike, with its long, bony seriousness.


‘I lost it. But now I’ve found it. You are jumpy this evening.’


‘But you didn’t come here this afternoon?’


‘No. Jennie was with me.’ He smiled.


Alice thought it the proud smile of a young man who had made love and was both irritated by and glad for him. ‘Come to Mum for supper, have you?’ She walked towards him, her toes curling into the carpet.


‘It’s too late for that. I’ve come for a bath. My boiler’s broken.’


They hugged. ‘Make yourself at home, darling.’ The door to the second bathroom closed, and soon steam and music were trickling through the edges.


Alice wandered restlessly around the flat, trying to look objectively at what it offered. It was very large for one person, the wide living room with the tall windows on to the balcony and on either side one big room, one smaller and a bathroom. It had been quite big enough to house Richard, herself, Peter and Florence – as she had been. Exquisite little Florence with her dark mass of hair and pointed face. Alice’s face and Richard’s colouring.


She sat on the bed in what had been Florrie’s bedroom. It was piled with unironed clothes and an open ironing-board.


Then she got up and wandered to the other side of the flat, switching on lights as she went. The night outside was cooler and darker now; she could hear the noise from the pub drinkers quite clearly, friendly rather than disturbing. Alice liked people. The only room she didn’t use was the one where she and Richard had slept. The old-fashioned overhead light that Richard had refused to remove bounced off the heavy mahogany bed, dressing-table, chair and cupboards – all inherited from his mother. Here was the bed in which Peter and Florrie had been conceived. No, that wasn’t quite right. Florrie had happened on a holiday in Paxos. Hot nights with the baby Peter in a cot beside them.


The idea that Richard had also been conceived in this shiny mahogany frame had always rather depressed her. At least he hadn’t died in it. He’d died in court, with the words, ‘Your Honour is mistaken.’


Peter came into the room. He’d put on shorts and a T-shirt but his face was pink and his red hair, veering towards orange – which hers thankfully avoided – was wet and tufty.


‘There’s something I want to show you.’ Alice took him to the cupboard. She slid open the heavy doors. ‘I kept just the suits. I mean, a dark suit is a dark suit and you’re about the same height.’ She watched Peter put his hand forward as if to touch, then withdraw it. ‘Your father liked expensive suits,’ added Alice. ‘It’ll save you a mint.’ She thought she sounded as if she was trying to persuade him, whereas really she didn’t mind at all. She’d removed her own clothes to the bedroom next door where she slept. As Peter said nothing, she shut the cupboard again. ‘Anyway, there they are.’


‘Why don’t you sleep here?’ Peter was looking round the room as if this was the first time her abandonment of it had struck him.


‘Just didn’t feel like it.’


‘It’s a bit of a waste.’ He seemed to be estimating the room’s size, the windows in two walls.


‘That’s what I thought about the clothes.’


Peter hesitated. ‘Are you lonely?’


Alice looked startled. Peter never asked questions like that. They were hardly close enough, even if they were mother and son. It must be the sight of his father’s clothes. Or perhaps Jennie was turning him into a different person. They began to walk to the living room. ‘No, darling. Not really.’


‘I could come back here. Live with you.’ He’d blurted it out. His face went pinker.


‘Absolutely not,’ Alice exclaimed, louder than she meant too. Before she could feel guilty, she caught the relief on Peter’s face.


They entered the living room and Alice’s eyes went immediately to the white curtains blowing inwards quite vigorously now. Should she tell Peter about the woman at the window? The non-woman. Was it a sign of loneliness to create a woman lying in wait for her?


‘Such a strange thing happened to me this afternoon . . .’ She began the story but as she told it – quite amusingly, she thought, with descriptions of Joe’s pepper spray – she saw that Peter was hardly interested. He had reassured himself about her state of mind and now he wanted to return to his own life.


When she finished, he laughed. ‘It was probably your doppelgänger. What colour was her hair?’


Alice let him go then. As he collected his things, she went out to the balcony again. After a few minutes, he called out,’ I’m off!’ She went to say goodbye, but the door banged before she reached it so she returned to the balcony. He emerged quite soon and Alice was surprised to see that, as well as the bag he’d arrived with, he had something over this arm.


‘’Bye, Peter.’


He looked up, waved briefly, then hurried away, head down, as if guilty. It was almost a run and she clocked then that he was carrying a couple of Richard’s suits over his arm. She could see the hanger poking out of the black bag he’d put over them either as disguise or protection. How odd of him. How sensitive.


Alice walked slowly to the large empty bedroom and opened the cupboard. Yes, there was a space. Perhaps he had even taken three suits. Maybe she should reassure him that she, too, was moving beyond his father’s death.





Chapter Three


Monday


Sir Brendan Costa looked questioningly at Alice, his hot blue eyes shooting attention and energy over the wide desk. She had thought him ugly and predictable up to this minute but suddenly she saw she had been quite wrong.


‘Do you always look so bored when you conduct an interview?’


She would have to give him an answer but it mustn’t contain the smallest element of flirtation. She had resolved that that should never be her way. ‘You’re mistaking concentration for boredom, I think.’


‘So I’m blinding you with figures, am I?’ He laid his rather pudgy fingers on the empty desk so that the one ring he wore was well displayed. It was on his wedding finger but, according to press clippings – that is, gossip columns – he was presently unmarried, having been divorced three times. She would ask him about it towards the end of the interview.


‘I would hate to misrepresent your point of view.’


‘Good. Good. Have you ever worked in business?’


Alice uncrossed and recrossed her legs. Despite her no-flirting rule, she almost invariably wore a skirt. It gave her one superiority over her subjects: they couldn’t wear a skirt. Or, at least, not in public. Today she was wearing a cream linen suit. Her best. She must answer Sir Brendan’s question. Pauses were a good way of keeping the subject on his toes but, if too prolonged, risked irritability.


‘Never. No.’ Should she be more forthcoming? He had just finished a twenty-minute monologue, explaining the reasons behind the takeover of a company that produced up-market kitchen fittings, which was interesting because his core business had always been in property. He couldn’t be truly curious, despite those blue, rather small eyes.


‘The English middle classes have always despised business, although very happy to live off the proceeds. What did your father do?’


‘He was a doctor. A GP. Quite humble.’ She didn’t mind telling him that.


‘Very respectable. And your husband?’ This was an unacceptable question. She should deny him, but she found herself saying, ‘He was a lawyer.’


The answer seemed to please him. He smiled and drummed his fingers on the desk. ‘Don’t you want to ask about my family? Interviewers are usually intrigued.’


‘Father Italian immigrant, mother Irish immigrant.’ She read from her pad. ‘Met in Liverpool 1920. Five children – two sons, three daughters. The eldest son killed in action, Second World War. Parents and two daughters killed in bombing raid.’ Alice stopped. What was she doing? Just because this man had made millions, married (and divorced) three times, and had a reputation for toughness verging on brutality, she must not assume he was inhuman.


Alice looked up with a sensitive, apologetic expression on her face, and was horrified to see Sir Brendan’s eyes full of tears.


He produced a large red spotted handkerchief. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I weep easily. It’s the Italian side of my inheritance. The Irish are tough as old boots.’ He blew his nose lustily. ‘As you who know everything know already, I was only a baby in the war. The deaths left a mark on my soul but not on my memory. I was brought up by my much older sister. A fiendish woman who made me what I am.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Alice, feebly.


A flash of irritation crossed Sir Brendan’s face, and he looked at his watch. ‘Free for an early lunch, are you?’


‘But . . .’ Alice, already unnerved, felt out of control. Could she write about his tears? He had forbidden a tape-recorder and she looked rather hopelessly at her pad, filled with shorthand detailing the reason for his takeover.


‘Yes. Tell Gudgeon I’ll catch up with him this afternoon.’ Alice realised he was ordering his secretary to cancel his lunch date. ‘Let’s go.’ He was standing beside her, a big man, twice the width of Richard who, although six foot, maintained the reedy form of the non-athlete, which was an understatement. He had been ‘bookish’ – she thought of the word affectionately. And many, many years older than her, even older than Sir Brendan. How odd to be thinking of him now. She never thought of him when she was working.


‘Thank you. How very kind.’ Formality, that was the thing. But he was hurrying her past two secretaries, towards the lift, down the marbled entrance hall. Clasping her notepad to her breast, she asked, ‘Are we still on the record?’


He stopped for a moment, eyed her with a mixture of reproach and humour. ‘Do journalists ever go off the record?’ Then he was bustling her into a chauffeur-driven car with its engine running. It was, Alice noticed, deliciously cooled. Since he seemed to feel no need for speech, she settled back and tried to remember her unasked questions.


‘That’s right.’ He looked at her approvingly, ‘There’s a time for everything. Conversation is best undertaken across a corner table with a bottle of Puligny Montrachet premier cru and a fillet of steamed sea bass.’


Alice smiled at what she assumed was self-parody and shivered. The car was almost too cool. She understood he was the sort of man who liked to compartmentalise and keep each compartment under his control. And now, she told herself, he had kidnapped her for an hour or two.


Mitzi and Alice lay on their backs, each on one of the big sofas set at right angles in Alice’s living room. Mitzi, who was tall and angular with black, straight-cut hair and a small rosebud mouth, painted vermilion, was dressed in tights and a leotard top as if for dancing or an exercise class.


‘What a day!’ Alice yawned and stretched.


‘But was he attractive?’ Mitzi rolled over so she could gauge Alice’s reaction.


She had always been nosy, Alice thought tolerantly. ‘That’s not the point.’ She watched Mitzi make a disbelieving face. ‘The point was – is – I needed an article, not to be given a slap-up lunch at the Ritz and told all about his horrible sister, who locked him under the stairs as if he were a prototype Harry Potter.’


‘Perhaps he made it up?’


Alice ignored this. ‘Actually, it was quite fascinating but I could hardly scribble away through lunch so I’ll have to rely on memory, and when I did slip in an important question—’


‘What sort of question?’ interrupted Mitzi.


‘Like, was it true that he was planning to lay off a thousand workers at this company he’s bought – he either ignored it or said, ‘All in good time,’ and then, of course, he was suddenly in a stupendous hurry and we were back in the icy car and he was delivered to his office and I was brought here.’


‘So he knows where you live.’ Mitzi put her legs in the air and executed a few desultory turns of the ankle.


‘Where I’ve been desperately trying to knock out something before my memory files it under “not to be retrieved”.’


‘Just tell it how it was, baby. No one cares about lay-offs.’ Mitzi sat up. ‘So now you’re too tired to come to our regular Monday exercise class?’ Mitzi underlined the words with heavy irony.


‘Be fair, Mitzi. I deliver my piece on Tuesday. Monday was always going to be panic time. It just happens to suit you because it’s your day out.’


Mitzi was staring at her mockingly. ‘I hope you’re not going to change, darling.’


‘Whatever do you mean?’ Alice was tired – too much wine at lunch, too many hours afterwards staring at the computer. She didn’t need to be harassed by her best friend.


‘Become more like the rest of us – irritable, demanding, selfish, highlighting the “I” in life.’


‘Sometimes I forget you’re a copywriter.’ Alice, who had half sat up, collapsed back again. ‘I guess I’ve never been good at saying, “No”.’


‘Anyway, I’m off to sweat out my impurities.’ At the door, Mitzi stopped. ‘Am I dreaming or did we talk only about you? I knew things were a-changing. Hey, what about swapping Thursday for Monday?’


Alice flapped a hand. ‘You know I go to Brighton on Thursdays.’


‘And the weekends are for Florrie and the baby. For a wealthy widow, you sure do keep yourself out of trouble.’


After Mitzi had banged the front door with her usual energy Alice continued to lie dozily. It was as warm as the evening before and the same light breeze was moving the white curtains. When Sir Brendan’s chauffeur had dropped her outside the flats this afternoon, she had stood on the pavement for a while, unwilling to make the transition from the wide, bright, noisy world to her dim, cool privacy. It was an unusual feeling for her and, as she had the day before, she looked up at her windows. The curtains remained curtains.


‘Has Mum gone?’


Alice had quite forgotten Mitzi’s son, Greg, who was often left behind after school to enjoy Alice’s computer.


‘Just now. Do you want a sandwich?’ He was ten years old, with Mitzi’s darkness but none of her angularity. His round black eyes gave him a baby-bird appeal.


‘That’d be great. Got any peanut butter?’


‘I’ll look.’ Alice tried to remember if Peter had ever seemed so vulnerable. She thought not. Perhaps Greg’s was the doubtful air of the child of recently divorced parents.


She found peanut butter at the back of the kitchen cupboard. It probably dated back to when Peter had lived in the flat, over a year ago now. Just as he had begged to go to boarding-school at the age of seven, he had moved out of the flat as soon as he left university and signed up with a law firm to pay for the next stage of his law training.


Alice carried in the sandwich and put it beside Greg, who was far too busy negotiating his racing car round a precipitous hairpin bend to notice. Peter had entered this same kind of boyish oblivion, she remembered, in which people were made to feel extraneous. She found herself picturing his recent exit from the flat, Richard’s suits, in their bin-bag shrouds, folded over his arm, as he hurried away, head ducked and guilty. She must discuss the psychology of it with Mitzi. Did Peter feel that by taking the suits, he was killing his father again? Mitzi loved that sort of conversation.


‘You’ve got to finish in five,’ said Alice. ‘I need to take over.’


In exactly five minutes – he had not been oblivious after all – Greg appeared in the living room, munching his sandwich. He ambled over to the balcony windows. ‘Whew!’ He made a whistling sound of admiration and stepped outside.


‘What?’


‘It’s a Bentley Azure. Worth two hundred and fifty thousand pounds. With a chauffeur too. I guess I’ll be off.’ He left with surprising speed, too quick for Alice to point out his backpack. She ran after him, using the lift as he’d taken the stairs, arriving in Reception just as Greg dashed through the doors.


The chauffeur stood at the desk with an air of importance. In one hand he held his cap, in the other an envelope he was giving to the porter. ‘Urgent, for Alice Lightfoot.’


The porter, unimpressed, indicated Alice. ‘That’s her.’


Losing none of his dignity, the chauffeur, who had already driven Alice twice that day, handed over the letter for a second time.


‘Thanks.’ Alice ran after Greg. She was cross to feel she was blushing – like a silly schoolgirl, she thought. Although probably no schoolgirl, even a redhead, blushed these days. ‘Greg!’ She needn’t have hurried. He was standing a foot from the car, transfixed. He took his bag without comment.


‘Like it, do you?’ The chauffeur had caught them up. Whether by accident or design he looked like his master, Alice thought: tall, stocky, with the possibility of quick action only if absolutely necessary.


‘Wicked,’ mumbled Greg, and asked some question Alice didn’t catch. She was staring at the envelope. She just hoped Sir Brendan wasn’t trying to spike her interview. Tomorrow was her deadline and there was no time to do anyone else, even if she’d had an alternative lined up. She had a couple filed for emergencies but it wouldn’t do her reputation with the editor much good. He was excited by getting Sir Brendan, who generally refused interviews.


Vaguely, Alice noticed that the pompous chauffeur was in lively conversation with Greg.


‘Wow. Yes!’ He had the door to the car open.


‘I’ll give your son a quick spin, madam.’


They were gone before Alice could respond. She opened the envelope.


Dear Ms Lightfoot,


My secretary has just pointed out I have two tickets for a charity dinner Wednesday evening and only myself to use them. I would be so honoured if you would accompany me. Please forgive the last-minute nature of this invitation and take pity on my friendless state. Harry will wait for an answer.


Yours, Brendan (Costa).


[image: image]


Alice was so relieved that she nearly threw the letter into a nearby bin. Of course she wouldn’t go, on too many grounds, the most important being that she must have her piece published without any strings, like charity dinners, attached. That was conceited of him, she thought, not to lay out the attractions of the evening. Clearly he believed he was lure enough. Well, he wasn’t. Anyway, she was already booked to see Die Frau ohne Schatten with Jonathan.


When the car returned, Alice had borrowed paper from the porter and written a note:


Dear Sir Brendan, Of course I forgive you for the late invitation. I already owe you thanks for a most delicious lunch. Sadly, I have a long-standing engagement to go to the opera tomorrow evening . . .


Alice was pleased with her note. It was gracious, she felt, yet suitably formal. She had also said no. When Mitzi returned from her exercise class, she would have to ask her why it was such a relief to say no to Sir Brendan.


‘Because you are attracted to him.’ Mitzi, muffled in scarves despite the heat – she believed one must never cool down too quickly after violent exercise – had no doubts.


‘Couldn’t it be because I don’t find him attractive, in fact quite the opposite, but he’s the sort of man who’s likely to jump on any woman he has under his control?’


‘You fancy him.’


Alice laughed. ‘So speaks the oracle. Anyway, I’m going to the opera with Jonathan Wouk.’


‘Woof-Woof.’ Mitzi responded automatically with the nickname given him by the children to mimic the barking sound of his voice.


‘Not any more.’ Alice smiled. ‘He’s far too grand.’


‘Jonathan, or Woof-Woof, it must be the first Wednesday in the month.’


‘It is,’ agreed Alice, without shame. Richard had taught her the usefulness of routine in the greater cause of freedom, or words similar. ‘Now, go away, dear oracle, and take your son. I’ve got to final-edit my interview.’





Chapter Four


Tuesday


Alice had always liked to deliver her copy in person. It gave her a reason to go into the office and check out the gossip. She had been favoured by the paper’s editor (known to his employees as the Master) for ten years now but what if times should change, he should die, be wooed away to another paper for an even vaster salary or, conversely, be sacked by the owner who might himself change? And what if his successor didn’t favour her? She’d started the job as a challenge to herself but now she needed it for all sorts of reasons, including money.


So, every week she ignored her email and took in a printout, plus disk. It was another routine and occasionally she got to have lunch with the Master. More often, over the last few years, she had lunch with Guy, sometimes Guy and one or two other people from the office but more often just Guy.


‘How dashing you look!’


Guy Vernon was presently editor of the Saturday magazine for which she wrote her interview. He was also very close to the Master, which gave him other unspecified tasks. Alice had a desk not far from his, which she almost never used. He had always been there, always keen to flatter and chat. Just lately their lunches had become almost a standing date.


Alice looked down at herself. She had dressed in a more dashing fashion than usual, ice-blue bell-bottomed trousers and a white-cotton knit top with white hoop earrings.


‘Very fifties,’ added Guy. ‘Are we going to the the Monkey’s Tail or the Admiral’s Telescope?’


‘We don’t remember the fifties,’ commented Alice, as they walked out to yet another day of brilliant sunshine. Guy’s age was never clear to her, when she thought of it. He was one of those perfectly nice-looking men whose lack of notable features make them physically anonymous. If asked to describe Guy out of his presence, Alice would probably have said he was tallish, with brownish eyes and hair – or perhaps, on the other hand, they were bluish and greyish. She might then have recalled he had a nice voice and liked to surprise her with garish ties. They’d never met outside the newspaper and the lunch hour, except on rare occasions – such as the department’s Christmas party.


Alice knew Guy wasn’t married because he’d once mentioned it, but she had no idea if he lived with a partner of either sex or an aged mother, or, indeed, where he lived. This was beginning to feel odd.


‘So, how did you find Sir Brendan?’


They had settled at a table outside the Roasted Quail – their third choice of meeting-place. The brick wall at their back reflected the heat like an oven and the rather dirty table was crowded with others employed by their newspaper. But Alice was happy, even triumphant. She had delivered another piece. She lived to fight another week. ‘He took me to lunch. At the Ritz.’


‘And made a pass?’


One of Guy’s characteristics was an ability to ask just the right questions so that Alice felt stimulated but not pressured. On this occasion, he’d got it wrong. Alice frowned irritably. ‘Of course not.’ She decided not to mention his invitation to the charity dinner. ‘Frankly, I don’t know why people are so interested in him.’ This was a straight lie. She saw exactly why people were interested in him and she’d referred to it in her article, which Guy would read. Ambition. Power. Money. Certainly . . . but also the gift of intimacy. What was it he’d called her?’ ‘A Botticelli crossed with a Schiele.’ How could he have known that before she had married, her room had been plastered with reproductions from exactly these two apparently contradictory painters?


‘So you didn’t find him dangerous?’


‘Dangerous? What do you mean? Heavens, it’s hot here. And filthy.’ She wiped her hand across the table. ‘Can’t we find somewhere cooler? We could buy sandwiches and go to that bit of park by the river.’


Guy smiled, ‘I’ve a much better idea. Let’s take our sandwiches on the river. Catch a boat from St Catherine’s Dock.’


For an uneasy moment, Alice felt as if something had jolted uncomfortably but the sensation passed quickly and she felt filled with energy. ‘Brilliant. I’ve absolutely nothing to do all afternoon.’


‘And the paper can manage without me for once.’


Despite the heat they walked fast, as if their decision to change direction must be implemented in military style. After a quarter of an hour, they reached the pier and Guy, acting without consultation, bought both tickets. They found seats on the front deck of the boat, already quite full with tourists of various nationalities, and opened their sandwiches.


Alice looked at hers with distaste. She had a real aversion to tuna.


‘Sorry.’ Guy swapped it for his, which was ham.


‘You can’t like tuna?’


‘Eating tuna makes me think I’m a brave fisherman with only a sou’wester between me and the gale, force nine.’


‘Do you go on boats, then – I mean real boats?’ Alice lay back against the bench, with the sun warming the back of her head and shoulders.


‘I sail.’ He had answered so briefly that she hardly heard. She felt the engines starting up under them and a new trail of Japanese tourists filled the remaining benches. Alice was glad she wouldn’t be able to understand what they were saying. She could drift. The boat left the pier and took up course in the river. They were going upstream to the Houses of Parliament, if they wanted.


‘You’re falling asleep.’ Guy’s voice was only slightly accusing.


Alice opened her eyes and ate one of her sandwiches. ‘I’ll feed the other to the ducks.’


‘There aren’t any ducks.’


‘Swans, then. Where do you sail to?’


‘Last month we crossed the Channel and carried on down to La Rochelle. King James sent his lover, the Duke of Buckingham, there to relieve the Hugenots. It was a disaster, and Buckingham was assassinated before he could try again.’


As Guy talked on about this small French town, Alice closed her eyes again and thought that Guy’s voice was the most characteristic part of him. It was deep and melodious, and produced properly researched information without being boring.


‘You’re not listening to a word.’ His hand was on her bare arm.


‘I can still hear with my eyes shut. I was wondering if you’d needed your sou’wester for the trip.’


‘The weather was calm. Too calm.’


‘A painted ship upon a painted ocean.’


‘Exactly.’ His hand, which had not left her arm, now lifted briefly and took hers. At the same time, above their heads, a loud microphone voice began to describe passing buildings.


The hand holding Alice’s was firm and friendly. The combination of sunny somnolence and the loud explanatory voice somehow made it easier not to snatch hers away. Nevertheless it was disturbing. No one held her hand, these days. Or, if it came to that, had done so for many years past. If Richard had died slowly – of cancer, perhaps – then she would certainly have held his hand, but the suddenness of his death had made impossible any last hours, or months, even, of tenderness. Yet she had held his hand once.


‘Oh, God!’ Alice pulled away her hand abruptly. She had been taken to see Richard’s body in the hospital where they had tried vainly to resuscitate him. He was quite obviously dead. Always a pale man, he had turned almost green. She had stared, too shocked to do more, when a nurse, presumably convinced of her helpfulness, had indicated she could touch Richard’s hand and then, as she had not reacted, taken hers and placed it in his.


‘As bad as that.’


Alice turned to Guy with surprise. Lost in the memories of that dreadful day, she had almost forgotten him. ‘The last time I held hands,’ she looked at him earnestly, ‘was with Richard’s corpse. His fingers were so cold and stiff, like wax. The feeling stayed with me for ages. I’m sorry. I was rude.’ Without thinking very hard, she leant forward and kissed his cheek. ‘Your hand was nice.’


‘To our right you can see the Tower of London, including Traitor’s Gate . . .’ continued the massive voice.


Guy was staring at her. ‘You never talk much about your husband’s death.’


‘You don’t talk about much outside work either,’ countered Alice.


‘No.’


He didn’t enlarge. They both sat back against their benches. The silence was still comfortable. They passed St Paul’s, surrounded now by modern structures. ‘The symbol of survival in the Second World War . . .’ the voice informed them, in reverential tones.


The sun became cooler and the boat’s speed stirred up a pleasant breeze. The voice came less often and the Japanese, who had posed for each other at the front of the boat, settled down on their benches and exhibited the more usual quiet exhaustion of the city tourist. Alice, too, fell quiet again. The two handholding incidents, both immediate and remembered, slipped away on the smooth river ahead, the monotonous pulse of the ship’s engine.


‘So, who’ve you got lined up for next week?’


‘I’ve only just delivered.’ They had returned to their old terms.


‘Someone crossed my desk this morning.’ Guy often came up with good ideas for Alice’s subjects. ‘He’s a deep-sea diver. Actually, he’s a kind of friend of mine.’


Alice turned to Guy. She saw now that he had ruddy skin, unusually healthy for someone who spent his entire week in an office, and that his eyes were hazel behind their glasses and that his hair was the kind of brown that lightens in the summer. In fact, he did look like someone who went sailing or, at least, spent time outdoors in healthy pursuits.


‘Why ever would I want to interview a deep-sea diver?’


‘He’s got a bee in his bonnet. He’s determined to found a diving school for the under-twenty-ones. Only one condition. They have to have spent at least six months in detention. Prison. I’m surprised you haven’t read about him.’


Alice thought she had. As Guy told her more, between pauses to allow the booming voice to have his say, ‘On our left is the South Bank arts and theatre complex including the National Theatre, the Queen Elizabeth Hall and the Hayward Gallery . . .’


‘I’ll fax you some cuttings,’ continued Guy, apparently not noticing her silence. ‘It would be something different for you.’


Now they were closing on Westminster Bridge and the Houses of Parliament. The sun, slanting across the river, gilded the buildings into an old master. Had Constable painted London? Alice asked herself vaguely, but she could only recall blue-tinged Impressionist paintings, not this gold-brown.


‘Nearly there.’


‘I wish we weren’t.’ She spoke impulsively but knew it was true. It was fresh on the river: the hot stone city would coruscate and enervate. More than that, she wasn’t ready to pick up the reins of life.


‘We could take the boat back again.’ Guy smiled. He looked at his watch. ‘Although I can’t say I feel ready for the office.’


‘What time is it?’ Alice was desultory. The boat was slowing, the engines churning the water under them. The Japanese were already queuing to leave the deck. Alice thought how good-looking they were, how well dressed and orderly. The voice had stopped blasting information. Their journey was over. ‘Come for tea in my flat,’ she said. ‘You’ve never seen it, have you?’


Alice glanced upwards at the windows, but that morning she had tied back the white curtains.


‘Posh,’ commented Guy.


‘Richard’s taste.’


In the lift, they came close together, their faces reflected doubly in the mirrored lining.


‘You’ve caught the sun.’ Guy seemed surprised.


‘So have you, actually.’


‘You should wear a hat.’ For a moment Alice thought he was going to touch her face, but they had arrived at the second floor and the lift doors opened automatically.


The living room was once again filled with late-afternoon sun. She broke through a barrier of dust idling on sunbeams and flung open the balcony windows. It was odd to see Guy there. He seemed perfectly at ease, however, choosing the sofa nearest the window and stretching out his legs.


‘I’ll make some tea.’ As she left, she saw him lean forward to pick up a magazine, something Florrie had bought, Elle or Marie Claire. Had she talked about her children to Guy? She couldn’t remember.


When she returned with a jug of iced tea, the glassy cubes making patterns as they melted the amber liquid, he sprang up to help her.


‘Where did you get your manners?’


‘My father. He was in the army. He used to jostle my mother to get on the outside of the pavement.’


Alice had assumed he was a classless London journalist but an army background gave him solidity. Quite likely he had gone to public school. The thought depressed Alice. They had got on so well without knowing much about each other.


They sat side by side on the sofa as they had on the boat. Guy talked amusingly about his father. Now dead, he had been an eccentric, the high point of whose life had come after his retirement – forcible retirement, Guy emphasised – when he’d set up a school in India. Eventually it had moved, with many of its shivering pupils, to North Wales where they were forced to go on icy treks, led by Guy’s father. Tragically, one of the unfortunate boys died of hypothermia or something similar. ‘And my mother persuaded him to close down. Or perhaps the authorities did, in return for no prosecution. Luckily I was away at a slightly safer school and never knew the details. They tried to breed pigs after that. And then they both died, one after the other, rather suddenly. At the time it made little impact on me. But we had been separated so much. And they were both so crazy.’


And you’re not crazy at all, thought Alice, pleased with him again.


When he took her hand, she made no objection. ‘Dear Alice. So clever. So pretty. So independent.’


‘Am I?’ She was not sure she felt it. First, there had been her father, absolutely dominant, then Richard, then the children, and Lily. Even now, when Richard had gone, there was her father, demanding, it was true, no more than a Thursday visit to his nursing home in Brighton, but there. Very much there.


‘I suppose my job makes me seem independent,’ she conceded, wondering, as she spoke, why she didn’t feel it.


‘You know, this flat is overawing. I’d never imagine you living in such a well-appointed place.’


‘I told you. Richard bought it.’ Alice heard her voice sharp and quick.


‘Sorry. That tea was inspired.’ He put the glass on the table and leant towards her. She could smell sweat faintly, not unpleasant at all, and found herself wondering whether he was going to kiss her, and if he did, would she let him?


Instead he stroked her arm. ‘You don’t freckle much for a redhead.’ He touched the little round bone at her wrist. ‘But your forearm here,’ he touched again, ‘is quite pink.’ His tone was friendly rather than seductive but Alice found her body responding in an alarmingly affirmative way.


‘Can I kiss you?’


Why did he have to ask?


He kissed her. Even then, Alice continued thinking how odd this all was.


Guy looked at her with his bright hazel eyes behind their spectacles.


‘Do you always kiss with your glasses on?’ she asked.


‘I was carried away.’ He smiled.


Richard’s love-making had been much more serious. ‘Until now I hadn’t even noticed you wore them.’


‘I don’t all the time. I should go.’ Guy stood up suddenly. ‘I’ll fax that stuff to you.’ He seemed to be expecting a response.


‘Yes. Thanks.’ She wouldn’t get up. So the kiss had been in the spirit of friendliness, reflection only of a sunny afternoon on a boat.


‘I think there’s someone outside your door.’


Alice pulled herself together. He was right. A baby was crying, a full-throttle sound that must have been going on for some time. Perhaps that was why Guy had stopped kissing her. ‘It must be my daughter’s baby. With my daughter, of course.’


‘You’re not a grandmother?’


‘Surely I told you?’ But maybe she hadn’t.


Alice opened the door. Florrie fell in, with the bawling Lily strapped to her back. Despite these impedimenta, she looked, at least to her mother’s eyes, heartbreakingly beautiful. Bubbly blonde curls dangled over her blue eyes and pouty red lips. Her neck was as slim and white as a teapot spout.


‘What were you up to, Mum? We’ve been standing here for hours and hours . . .’ Florrie, who had a rather raucous voice, easily rose above Lily who had become somewhat more muted.


‘Darling!’ Alice tried hard to look welcoming. She could feel the effort twisting her face into a grimace. She wanted to say, ‘You’re living in the country. I’ve lent you my beautiful cottage. Whatever are you doing on my patch?’


‘I’m off.’ Guy, apparently of no interest to Florrie who was emptying herself and her baby on to the floor, side-stepped them, giving Alice a cheery wave.


Alice watched him leave and noticed, standing in the corridor, a stringy young man wearing a deferential expression above his T-shirt and jeans. Inside the flat, Florrie had shouted: ‘Baz!’


‘I’m Baz,’ said the youth, under Alice’s enquiring gaze.





Chapter Five


Wednesday


Since Richard’s death, Alice had identified Wednesday as her favourite day of the week. It was a day of relative freedom when, although she must start sleuthing her new subject – she lived in hope that she would get one in the bag before the last-minute Monday – she was not yet panicking. Usually she had lunch with Mitzi. And looked forward to an evening out, every so often with Jonathan. It was her day.


‘Mum,’ wailed Florrie, ‘if you don’t help me with Lily, I’ll never get off.’


Alice went along to the bathroom. On her way she met Baz, who nodded at her without speaking as if to show his humility and gratitude. Alice was not impressed. Baz, who was or was not Florrie’s boyfriend but certainly wasn’t Lily’s father, had got into trouble over, Florrie had insisted, the tiniest amount of an illegal substance and was due in court that morning. It seemed he had moved into the cottage the moment she, Alice, had left it.


‘Good morning,’ said Alice. ‘I hope you slept well.’ This was cruel. She had never seen anyone look more exhausted. His eyes were half closed by the puffy bags above and below, and his skin was grey with reddish blotches. He was wearing the grubby T-shirt and jeans of the evening before. He would not make a good impression on the judge.


In the bathroom, Florrie was struggling to dress Lily and herself at the same time. ‘Leave her,’ commanded Alice, ‘and go and put Baz into one of Daddy’s suits. A lightweight one, given it’s going to be another boiling day.’


‘Mum. You’re so thoughtful. So grown-up. D’you know how I love you?’ She was off. Soon afterwards the door banged.


Alice looked down at Lily, who’d made herself naked again and was energetically chewing the corner of a flannel. ‘We’ll get on very well, Lily, if you take the point that I’m your grandmother.’


Drooling milk, for Florrie had been feeding her a bottle up to the last minute, Lily bared toothless gums in a knowingly adorable smile.


At midday Alice cancelled Mitzi, who protested vociferously: ‘I don’t expect you’ve noticed I’m a busy woman. There are clients desperate to secure my food-eating services . . .’


Alice laughed. ‘Come here, then. You can remind yourself about babies.’


‘I love babies.’


Alice laughed again. Mitzi had hated being the mother of a small baby, although Greg broke her heart daily now. ‘We’ll just reschedule, darling.’


At five o’clock, Alice was wondering whether Florrie and Baz would ever return. Perhaps they had eloped, although that seemed far too energetic a concept for Baz. Florrie had assured her they were planning to take a train straight back to the cottage after the hearing and picking up Lily so that she, Alice, would have time to prepare for her opera date.


Surely Baz would not disappear in Richard’s suit? Alice left Lily snoozing in her basket, then went along and looked, as she had yesterday, at her husband’s clothes. It was strange that, after nearly three years hanging quietly in the wardrobe, they had been raided twice in a week.


She sat on the bed, then lay down. The room was stuffy but, apart from the suits, it had lost all sense of male presence. When Richard had been alive, there was an alarm on his left side, usually set for an early hour. There was also, at night, a pair of reading glasses, some pills – the wrong ones for his condition, as it had turned out – The Economist, the New Yorker, the Law Reform magazine, the Spectator, a box of tissues because his nose tended to drip, and the book he was reading. When he died, he had ten pages to go of Paul Johnson’s Offshore Islands.


Why should this jerk her heartstrings? It was the pathos, she supposed, of there being so few pages before he would have encompassed his nation’s history. Richard had been very British. Alice looked at his clock. She decided to shower and prepare for her evening, whatever Florrie’s plans. Jonathan was picking her up in a taxi at six thirty.


At six o’clock, Alice sat cool and fresh in the living room. She wore a lilac silk dress with heavy scarlet beads round her neck and scarlet sandals. The pinkness produced by her boat trip with Guy had already turned a satisfactory gold and, despite an irritating frizziness to her hair caused by the heat, which had now turned humid, she felt pleased with her appearance.


On one side of her lay a stack of faxes received from Guy about his deep-sea diver. On the other was Lily, apparently only interested in catching sunbeams although it was nearly time for her bottle. Alice looked at the severely knotted white curtains with approval.


The doorbell buzzed loudly. So they had made it just in time. Alice went to the door while Lily emitted anticipatory squawks behind her back.


‘A chauffeur brought this. He’s waiting.’ The porter looked nosy, which was his right, thought Alice, forgivingly. But where were Florrie and Baz? She tore open the envelope. ‘Dear Ms Lightfoot, I was passing and couldn’t resist sending up this note. May I disturb you for a moment?’


Alice felt bewildered. What did he mean? The porter took it upon himself to elucidate. ‘He wants to come in, that’s what the chauffeur’s expecting.’


Alice found herself smiling. It was such an unexpected proposition in one way but so in character. Sir Brendan didn’t accept ‘No’. If she wouldn’t accompany him to dinner, he would call in and have her company, if only for a few minutes. His timing was perfect. ‘Send him up,’ she pronounced blithely, as if ordering a Chinese takeaway.
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