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Meet Sadie Keith: 39 years-young, single mum of twins, and self-employed magic operative (she doesn’t like to say ‘clown’). Sadie dreams about the usual things - a miracle cure for cellulite, a night of passion before she forgets how to do it, but mostly making enough money for her family so that she can hang up her red nose and curly wig for good. So when she sees a dilapidated house for sale in a desirable area, Sadie lights on an idea. Why not buy the property, do it up and sell it on? She and the kids could live in it to save money. And at the end of it, she’d have a new, respectable career. With a loan from her best friend’s husband, Sadie’s soon in business -all she needs now is a builder she can trust. Enter Gareth: sexy, single and, to her amazement, soppy about Sadie (she thought she’d long lost that ‘Wow Factor’). But, as the money runs out, the kids run riot and the rain runs in through the hole in the roof, Sadie wonders if she’s fallen for the wrong kind of cowboy…




Cathy Woodman lives in Winchester with her young family. A qualified vet, Cathy is now a full-time writer. Her debut novel, UNDER THE BONNET, was joint winner of the Harry Bowling First Novel Award and is also available from Headline.
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Chapter One


I, Sadie Keith, have many desirable properties, as well as a few less attractive ones that I’d rather keep quiet about. (Did I say quiet? I don’t do quiet.)


If, as my best friend Helen has suggested, I should find myself putting a Lonely Hearts ad in the Surrey Comet or South London Press, I would describe myself as being generously, rather than elegantly proportioned, and having an open outlook. From the front aspect, I have a great figure for a thirty-nine-years-young mother of twins i.e. curvy in all the right places. It’s not so impressive side on – my belly and bum stick out like counterbalances. My hair is a bit of a thatch in the mornings before I’ve washed it. It’s auburn, and shoulder-length, with a softly feathered fringe and sides.


Unique Selling Point? My eyes, which are blue-grey and ringed with long, dark lashes. The Wow Factor? My boobs, which I make the most of by wearing scoop-neck tops.


There’s no scoop-neck top today though. I’m wearing my Saturday-afternoon clothes – a red and white striped shirt with a Paisley print bow tie, and a pair of outsized dungarees in sunshine yellow. I made them myself from a pair of old curtains that I bought for 50p in a car-boot sale in Cheam.


I glance down towards my covered assets, very briefly because I’m driving along Coombe Hill, taking advantage of the downhill slope and hoping that the light on the fuel gauge of my aged Peugeot 406 might prove to be an electrical fault. It isn’t, and the car – which is on its second trip around the clock – stutters to a stop in the middle of the road.


‘Oh damn and bother it!’ (Actually, I don’t put it quite like that.) I pump the accelerator, but nothing happens. In front of me, the road clears. Behind, the traffic builds, then slowly overtakes. An ensemble of horns blasts my eardrums. My face grows a little warm. Beads of perspiration start to ooze through layers of theatrical make-up. I grimace into the rearview mirror. My alter ego, Topsy the Clown, grimaces back, the spots of rouge on her cheeks contrasting with the rest of her china-white complexion.


The driver of a black Mercedes that has slewed to a stop close to my rear bumper grimaces too. He gestures for me to drive on. I shrug my shoulders. I can’t go anywhere, and even if I could, I wouldn’t now that he is giving me a furious, two-fingered salute with one hand and leaning on his hooter with the other.


‘I’m stuck,’ I mouth, saluting him back, at which there’s an unnerving crunch of crumpling metal and plastic, and I am jerked forwards. I think I knock my forehead on the windscreen. I’m not sure. I am just relieved that Lorna and Sam, my eight-year-old twins, are with Dan, my ex-husband, today and not in the car with me.


The enraged driver appears at my window. He beats his fist against the glass which I wind down quickly to avoid any further damage that I can ill afford.


He’s young, charmless and vaguely familiar.


‘This isn’t a bloody car park,’ he begins in a condescending tone which has a similar effect on my temper as water on a chip-pan fire.


‘I never claimed it was, smart arse,’ I interrupt.


‘What did you call me?’ His face colours up and the veins on his forehead start to bulge.


‘Look what you’ve done to my car!’ Slightly dazed, I climb out, angling the hoop that supports my dungarees at the waist so I can get through the door.


‘That isn’t a car. It’s more like spare parts for Scrapheap Challenge. It shouldn’t be on the effing road, and neither should you, dressed like that and distracting other drivers!’


‘I pay my Road Tax. I have as much right to be on the road as you.’ I’ve lost it. I’m squawking like a manic jackdaw. ‘More right! Your driving’s rubbish!’


‘Don’t blame me. You’re the hazard. I didn’t drive into you. You rolled back into me!’


‘How could I? I’m facing downhill.’


The driver hesitates very briefly, but long enough for me to know that I’m in the right. He doesn’t like it. He steps up very close until the front of his jacket is touching the edge of my hoop, and stares. My heart pounds. He’s going to hit me, or worse. What if he has a knife tucked in his pocket? Or a gun? Warily, I keep my eyes fixed on his, but suddenly, he’s not looking at me any more.


I follow his gaze to where a white pick-up van has pulled up on the opposite side of the road, mounting the verge and leaving a trail of crushed daffodils behind it. I say it’s white, but it’s better described as biscuit beige, the grime on its panels patterned with slashes of last week’s rain and crude lettering made by a fingertip: CLEAN ME and DRIVEN BY A DIRTY BASTARD. Underneath these, in green print, are the words BRYANT BUILDERS FOR ALL YOUR – word smudged out – REQUIREMENTS.


Sunlight reflects from the windscreen, so I can’t see the driver’s face as he opens his door. I see his feet before anything else – big feet encased in muddy boots. My first thought is to recall what Helen says about men with big feet. My second is to ask myself why on earth he has got a chain padlocked to his left ankle? My third, as long legs emerge, sheathed in smart, dark-grey trousers, is to wonder why he is wearing boots and a chain with what looks like half a morning suit? This guy is also wearing a bow tie, shirt and waistcoat, but no jacket.


He slams the door then strolls across the road, stopping the traffic by his mere presence. He walks very straight, with his thumbs in his trouser pockets and forefingers pointing towards his groin. My heart skips a beat, then two. This is exactly the kind of man I would advertise for, if Helen should ever persuade me.


‘Can I help?’ he says, addressing me. He’s about six foot tall, and more than a head taller than I am. His eyes are blue-green, the colour of the sea. He has a healthy tan, and short brown hair, run through with wax. He reminds me of good times, of skimming pebbles on the beach, of sunbathing at the base of rugged cliffs on a long, hot summer day. ‘Well?’


‘No, thanks. This young gentleman –’ (I’m being ironic here) ‘– is just about to give me his insurance details.’ The young gentleman in question starts to open his mouth, but before he can get a word in edgeways, I continue, ‘And get down on his knees with a grovelling apology for ramming my car.’


‘I bloody well am not.’


My have-a-go hero muscles in and starts fingering the back of the road-rage driver’s collar. I was angry before, but this irritates me beyond all measure. I am dealing with this. I don’t need any help, thank you. I especially don’t need assistance from a man. I never have needed a man – although, yes, I am prepared to admit that after a year on my own, I’m beginning to miss having a man around. I miss that feeling you get when you drift out of sleep the morning after the night before and find your lover’s hand sliding between your thighs. I miss making love naked in the rain – well, the possibility of it, at least. (Dan, my ex-husband, was never quite brave enough to go through with my fantasy.) What I don’t miss is the macho posturing, even if it does work like magic in situations such as this.


‘It was an accident,’ the road-rage driver blusters. ‘My foot slipped on the accelerator.’


‘Shall I call the police?’ the pick-up driver asks me.


‘Look – I’ll give you my name, address and the name of my firm’s insurance company,’ the road-rage driver concedes. ‘I’ve paper and a pen in my car.’ He fetches them, scribbles the details down on a scrap of paper and hands it over to me with a business card. Presley & Partners Estate Agency. He doesn’t recognise me, but I recall now where I’ve seen him before.


Last summer, when he came to value our house, he made disparaging comments about it, suggesting calling in the House Doctor to deal with our clutter – Dan and I were living separate lives by this time. He also criticised the colour of the bathroom suite, which is Air Force blue in case you’re wondering. I could gloat and tell him how we sold it through another agent at the full asking price within a couple of weeks of putting it on the market, but I’m already running late so I let him go.


The Mercedes squeezes between my car and the pick-up, then shoots off at high speed with its tyres screaming. A removal lorry tries the same manoeuvre, but can’t quite make it. There’s a lot more waving and hooting.


‘I think we’d better get you off the road, don’t you?’ the pick-up driver suggests.


‘I thought you’d gone,’ I say sharply.


‘I can’t leave you like this, can I?’ he says, waving towards my car.


‘I can manage,’ I protest. ‘I don’t need any more help, thank you.’


‘Forgive me,’ he says, ‘but I thought you’d broken down.’ He speaks with an accent like mine, more South London than Surrey, but the resemblance ends there. His voice has the gravelled edge of mortar being poured out of a mixer like the one on the back of his pick-up.


‘I haven’t broken down exactly. I’ve just run out of diesel.’


‘Same difference, isn’t it? Your car’s blocking the road. There’ll be gridlock soon, thanks to you.’


‘I can handle it,’ I insist.


He raises one eyebrow. That’s all it takes for me to realise that I have to admit defeat.


‘Okay,’ I say grudgingly, ‘you could give me a push.’


‘Go on then, hop in and release the handbrake,’ he says with a grin. ‘I’ll see if I can bump you up onto the pavement.’


It isn’t that easy, and my car ends up in front of a pair of gates at the entrance to one of the grand houses on Coombe Hill. It’s called Haze on the Hill – either the owners made their fortune in air fresheners, or it’s a reference to the traffic fumes from the A3.


I put the handbrake back on, get out again and move round to the boot as the traffic files past. My hero is hanging around beside me. I can smell the sharp citrus scent of soap or shower-gel. I can’t help staring at him. He’s cleanshaven, his neck lacerated with fresh nicks from a razor. The ridge of his nose is misshapen – I guess he’s broken it at some time – but this makes him no less perfect.


‘Thanks,’ I say belatedly.


‘Is there anything else I can do for you?’


‘Nothing. Nothing at all.’ I’m in denial. What I’d really like him to do for me has much more to do with my body than with my car. It’s been well over a year since Dan and I separated, and I haven’t had anything more intimate than verbal intercourse with a member of the opposite sex for at least two. I had assumed that my internal workings had rusted through, but I realise now that all it would take is a quick servicing to get them going again.


‘I can drive you down to the garage to pick up some diesel.’


‘No time, I’m afraid. I’m on my way to a party,’ I explain, opening the boot where I keep my boxes of props, too proud to admit that I haven’t got any money to buy diesel with. In fact, I’m completely brassic, thanks to Dan. ‘If I run like Kelly Holmes with the wind behind me, I might just make it.’


The corners of the pick-up driver’s eyes crease as he breaks into a grin.


‘I thought you might be running away from the circus.’


‘Me?’ I say, puzzled.


‘The clown outfit?’


In all the excitement I’d completely forgotten my state of dress. I whip off my red foam nose and stuff it into my pocket. I hang on to the curly, multi-coloured wig because I’m unsure what condition my own hair is in underneath it.


‘I prefer to call myself a self-employed magic operative,’ I say, more stiffly than I intend since I’m smarting at being such an idiot as to imagine that this gorgeous man is chatting to me because he finds me physically attractive!


‘A self-employed what?’


‘Magic operative.’ I’ve learned that giving your occupation as ‘clown’ when trying to obtain quotes for car insurance is financial suicide.


‘What’s your name?’


‘Topsy.’


The man frowns.


I give him my best smile. ‘I’m also known as Sadie.’


The man reaches out and takes my hand. ‘I’m Gareth,’ he says. ‘Gareth Bryant.’


Tremors of lust and longing judder up my spine. I take in the broad shoulders, and the chain that’s wound four times around his ankle, secured with a padlock.


‘Are you on the run?’ I ask, wondering if I’m speaking to an escaped convict. He does have a hint of wickedness around the eyes.


‘I’m on my way to start a life sentence, in a manner of speaking,’ he says, still clinging to my hand as if I am all that stands between him and Alcatraz. A gust of wind whisks a swirl of cherry blossom from the tree beside us. It settles like pink confetti in his hair. ‘I’m getting married.’ He drops my hand.


‘That’s wonderful,’ I say flatly, thinking, Congratulations, Sadie. You’ve found the perfect man without having to place an ad in the paper, and he’s marrying someone else.


‘I hope all the fuss is worth it, the diets and the dress fittings,’ he goes on.


‘I can’t quite see you in a dress,’ I joke, to try and lighten the situation. It works, temporarily. He flashes me a heartstopping smile then returns to unburdening himself.


I don’t know what it is about me that makes people want to reveal their innermost thoughts. I am reminded of the plumber who broke down over a weeping tap in my kitchen and confided that his wife had told him she was bored with being married to him. She kicked him out, refused him access to his two children, changed the locks and screwed him for as much money as she could get. She did let him take the dog, a blind and incontinent poodle, as a kind of souvenir. He really couldn’t see what he’d done wrong, but maybe that was the problem – what he had failed to do. Not only did he fail to repair his marriage, he failed to mend my tap as well.


‘She wants me to wear this bloody awful tie.’ Gareth tugs at the insipid, salmon-pink bow which scrunches into a knot as tight as the knot of disappointment that has formed in my belly. I watch him fiddle with it for a moment.


‘Let me try.’ I angle my hoop so I can step up close to him and reach my hands up to the base of his neck.


‘I spent half of last night chained naked to a lamppost. I could have died from exposure,’ he continues as I pick at the knot, ‘and my best man’s stolen my shoes.’


‘What strange friends you have.’


‘They belong to the Rugby Club,’ he says, as if this explains everything – his physique at least.


‘I suppose you can be grateful that they didn’t stick you on the overnight train to Edinburgh.’ I pause. ‘Keep still, will you?’


‘I can’t. You’re tickling me.’ He grins again, then adds softly, ‘I think you’re enjoying this.’


‘You can think what you like.’ I let my fingers linger a little longer than necessary once I’ve unfastened the knot in the tie, absorbing the heat and texture of the skin beneath his chin. I take a step back. ‘There you go – you’re undone.’


‘Hey, I couldn’t borrow your boots, could I?’ he says. I hesitate, looking down at the outsize Doc Martens that I bought from one of the charity shops on New Malden High Street, and sprayed silver.


‘You could, but—’


‘They’re big, but not big enough,’ Gareth finishes for me. ‘She’ll kill me, you realise, when I turn up looking like this.’


I take it that he’s referring to his bride.


‘I don’t think she’ll have anything to complain about. You look pretty good to me.’ I pause. ‘Apart from the chain maybe, and the mud.’ I watch him kick his boots one at a time against the high redbrick wall that blocks the view of Haze on the Hill from envious eyes like mine.


‘Better?’ he says.


‘No. If you want to know what I think—’


‘You’re going to tell me anyway,’ he interrupts.


‘You’re having last-minute premarital jitters. Everyone I’ve ever met has been overwhelmed by nerves on their big day.’


‘Are you married?’ Gareth asks.


‘Divorced.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘Don’t be. Marrying Dan was the greatest mistake of my life. I realise that now.’


Gareth’s lips form an O. Very sensual. Incredibly sexy. ‘So you think I’m doing the wrong thing?’


‘Definitely.’ Me and my big mouth. ‘Er, possibly,’ I backtrack. ‘It’s my turn to apologise. I have a bit of a downer on marriage at the moment, but that’s just me. I’m sure you and your wife will be very happy. Me and Dan were for a while, quite a long while. Listen, I shouldn’t have said what I did. I don’t know anything about you, or your fiancée. Most marriages work out really well.’ And I think of my mother putting on a brave face each time she learned of one of Dad’s many affairs until his public fling with her best friend drove her to divorce. Of Annette my sister and her husband Sean, fixated on trying to make a baby. Of my friend Helen, always on the lookout to make sure her husband Michael doesn’t run off with a younger model – which is what he did when he left his first wife for her.


‘You don’t look convinced,’ Gareth says quietly.


‘It isn’t all bad. There are some advantages to being married.’


‘Give me one, then.’


I gaze into the boot of my car and pick up the collapsible wand that has fallen out of one of the boxes. I give it a little shake to straighten it out, and drop it back in alongside the magic colouring book.


‘Go on. You can’t, can you?’


‘I’m thinking. How about . . .’ I pause for a moment, glancing down at Gareth’s great, muddy boots. I can’t quite bring myself to mention sex. It’s a funny thing, but when you have sex available on tap, you find you’re not really bothered about whether you have any or not, but when you don’t, it becomes quite an attractive proposition. Forget the panting and the sticky bits. It’s being so close and in love with another human being that does it for me.


‘When two people are head over heels in love, marriage can strengthen the bond between them,’ I begin. ‘You do love your fiancée?’


Gareth frowns as if he hasn’t considered this question before. ‘Yeah, I suppose I must do,’ he sighs. ‘When I proposed, it seemed like a good idea at the time. I’m almost forty, and all my friends have settled down.’


‘You shouldn’t get married just because you feel left out,’ I comment.


‘It’s too late to analyse my motives now. I have to go through with it. I gave my word.’


‘What time is the wedding?’


Gareth glances at his watch and swears. ‘In five minutes.’


‘You’d better go. You might just make it, although it is usually the bride who’s late, not the groom.’


‘I’ll have to break with convention.’


I wonder if perhaps, rather than breaking with convention, Gareth would be better off breaking his word, but for once I keep my mouth firmly shut. Somewhere, not far away, some poor bride, surrounded by a clutch of bridesmaids in flouncy, salmon-pink dresses, is waiting for the man she wants to spend the rest of her life with to turn up.


‘Thanks again.’ I watch Gareth stride across the road to his pick-up. ‘Good luck!’ I yell over the sound of the traffic, but I don’t really mean it. Secretly I hope that Gareth’s new wife’s bouquet wilts and her veil slips. I hope that the wedding charms, the naff silver-coated plastic horseshoes and ribbons, fall apart in her hands, and that she receives twenty identical toasters and no kettle. I hope that Gareth drops her at the threshold of their marital home.


You see, I do have bad points. An inability to finish what I started. A tendency not to look before I leap. I’m not good with money and, as Dan used to keep telling me, I can’t stop myself acting like a jealous cow.
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Chapter Two


As I stand watching Gareth drive away and out of my life, the pick-up disappearing in several puffs of black smoke from its exhaust, a song comes to mind. ‘Tears of a Clown’ by The Beat from way back when I was about thirteen, when I spent hours pogo-dancing in front of a mirror in my bedroom, and tried to pierce the skin on the back of my right hand with a safety pin, sterilised in vodka. I still bear the scar.


I’m gasping for a cup of tea, I have no diesel, and no money until Topsy has magicked her way through her next performance.


Afraid that the owners of Haze on the Hill might have my car clamped or towed away while I’m at the party, I find a pen in the glove compartment and scribble on the back of a school newsletter about nit control, DOCTOR ON CALL, and place it on the dashboard. I unload my two boxes overflowing with props from the back of the car. My boots are not conducive to running, so I walk, reassuring myself that it is all downhill from here to the venue, a house in a new development tucked away on the site of an old warehouse on the other side of the A3.


Although the house is only mock-Georgian, its honey-gold stucco reflects the afternoon sunshine, making it look like something out of Jane Austen. I almost expect Colin Firth to wander around the corner past the wisteria to greet me. I stagger up the drive between low hedges of box that appear to have been trimmed with nail scissors, and stop to catch my breath by the front door. For the first time before a party, I have butterflies dancing in my belly. I put it down to Gareth with the sea-green eyes . . .


I knock. The door flies open and I am faced with a wall of small children, all girls, jumping up and down and squealing with excitement.


‘It’s Topsy. Topsy, Topsy, Topsy!’


A tall slim woman in her early thirties pushes her way through. No Colin then . . .


‘Mrs Oaten, I presume?’ I say, taking in the bob of shiny ash-blonde hair and the slightly crumpled white linen suit. With her snub nose, flat chest and stomach, she looks as if someone’s taken an iron to her, and run out of steam for smoothing out her trousers.


‘That’s right. Are you the children’s entertainer?’ she asks primly.


‘No, I’ve come to read your meter,’ I joke.


Mrs Oaten exhales a quiet hiss of disapproval.


‘I’m Topsy.’ I hug the boxes tight, at which the flower on my lapel shoots a slug of water straight at her face. Mrs Oaten tries to take this generously, with a moue tighter than a cat’s bottom, while the girls shriek with laughter.


‘Oh, I’m sorry, so sorry. I have a hankie somewhere.’ I rummage through my pockets with one hand and pull something out – a blue hankie with white spots which is knotted to a green one which is knotted to a red one . . . The girls keep laughing, but Mrs Oaten is not amused.


‘Do come in,’ she says, unsmiling.


It might sound a risky thing to do to your customers, but I always like to do this – it gives the kids a laugh, puts them on my side, and provides a useful test of the level of humour that will be appreciated by the audience. There’s no point using double entendres in this house. Mrs Oaten won’t get them.


‘Which one of you is the birthday girl?’ I ask as I step inside the hall.


‘My daughter Katya, who is in the playroom,’ Mrs Oaten says. ‘Come this way.’


‘Katya’s in a strop,’ pipes up one of the girls.


I find that I am to perform in the playroom, a room three times the size of my living room at home, that can easily accommodate me, my props and an audience of twenty-five, or twenty-four since Katya, the birthday girl, makes it perfectly clear that she’s not in the mood for a party.


‘I don’t want to be four,’ she wails, ‘and I don’t want you here,’ she adds, pointing at me.


At first I wonder if it’s because she’d prefer the act that someone has set up locally in competition with mine. Theirs is in the style of Harry Potter. Mine is more Grimaldi, but without the acrobatics. I don’t do acrobatics. (I do wonder sometimes if my act is getting a little tired. Helen would make a great straight man to my Topsy, but she won’t contemplate it. ‘Don’t make me laugh,’ she says whenever I suggest it.)


While Katya stamps her feet on the lilac and pink floor, and wipes her nose on the batwing sleeve of a blue velvet dress, her mother tells me that Katya is upset because she no longer wants a clown for her party, but a disco like the one her friend Amber had for hers. At first I wish Katya had had a disco too, but gradually, with the help of the magic colouring book and wand, I win her round.


I sit myself on the folding Director’s chair that I always bring with me, and weave tales of magic and mystery, taking the girls to other worlds where anything can happen, where I don’t have to entertain boisterous children hyped up with food colourings and fizzy drinks, and where I fall in love with a handsome and eligible prince.


It goes better than I expected. I fail to conjure myself up a prince, but Katya falls in love with Ricky, a streak of stripy fur with glass eyes that passes for a racoon, and at the end of the performance, she cries because she doesn’t want Topsy to leave. I beg a cup of tea from a grudging Mrs Oaten and make Katya an animal from a modelling balloon in an attempt to console her. They are all variations on the dog. She chooses a rabbit, which is a dog with big ears and a bobble for a tail.


While the caterers – no expense has been spared on this occasion – deliver trestle tables and elaborate sandwiches such as baguettes made into snakes with grapes for eyes, and red pepper tongues, to the playroom, I take Mrs Oaten aside and press an invoice into her hand. She recoils as she reads it, as if I have performed a trick at her expense.


‘That’s rather excessive, isn’t it?’ she queries. Her eyes, which glitter like the diamonds on her finger, are small and mean, and I swear that if I had the power to turn this woman into a frog, I’d do it.


‘That’s what we agreed.’


Mrs Oaten shakes her head slowly. ‘I think it’s absolutely extortionate for a couple of hours of puerile acting and unsophisticated illusions.’


‘I’m a clown. That’s what clowns do,’ I protest, ‘and the children loved it.’


‘I took your number from the advert on the information board at my eldest daughter’s school. I was expecting an educational experience.’


I know the school, the private one where my sister Annette teaches geography. She put the card up for me.


I am gobsmacked, but not for long. ‘If you’d wanted something educational, you should have taken them on a trip to the Natural History Museum.’ I watch Mrs Oaten re-read the invoice.


‘How about giving me a discount?’ she says next. ‘That way, everyone will be happy.’


‘Hang on a mo. I’m not happy!’ I stamp one Doc Marten down on the floor. ‘I don’t do discounts, Mrs Oaten. You might assume that because I’m a clown, you don’t have to take me seriously, but this is my job, my career. It isn’t something I do for fun. I’m a single parent with twins. It’s up to me to pull the rabbit out of the hat, metaphorically speaking, to support them.’ I look down the playroom. Twenty-five faces are looking up at me from their sandwiches with great interest. ‘If you don’t pay me in full, in cash, poor Topsy will have to sell her magic colouring book and give Ricky away to the zoo.’


‘Who, or what, is Ricky?’ interrupts Mrs Oaten.


‘Oh, your silly mummy wasn’t paying attention, was she?’ I aim this at Katya, who is at the head of the nearest table. Katya stands up and places her hands on her hips.


‘Don’t you know, Mummy, that Ricky is Topsy’s racoon,’ she says superiorly.


‘Tell me,’ says Mrs Oaten, trying but failing to join in with the spirit of the party, ‘did you name him after Rikki-Tikki-Tavi?’


I frown.


‘The mongoose from The Jungle Book,’ she continues.


‘It’s Rick-ay,’ I explain, ‘from EastEnders.’ I am unable to suppress a smug smile as Mrs Oaten doesn’t appear to have heard of either Rick-ay or EastEnders. In fact, I am beginning to understand why she wanted an educational experience. Her education is sadly lacking. ‘Anyway, if the zoo won’t take him, I shall have to have him put down.’


‘What’s put down?’ asks Katya, tugging on my hoop.


‘Shh!’ hisses Mrs Oaten, trying to steer me towards the playroom door.


I stand my ground. ‘Topsy will starve to death.’


‘Please pay Topsy, Mummy,’ begs Katya, clinging to her mother’s linen trousers. ‘You have to . . .’


Mrs Oaten gives into a chorus of emotional blackmail. I win, but I have to have my full fee as a cheque, not in cash, which is inconvenient to say the least. I still have no money, and my car’s still stuck halfway up Coombe Hill parked across someone’s drive.


When I return, I pack my props boxes back into the boot and decide to call Helen on my mobile. However, the battery’s flat so I can’t ask her for a loan until the cheque’s been cleared at the bank, and even then the bank will probably want to hang on to it to reduce my overdraft.


There’s only one thing for it. I head on foot to New Malden High Street. New Malden? The newest concepts here, among the rows of commuter-belt houses, are the ubiquitous one-way signs, speed humps and other traffic-calming measures that only serve to agitate the most tranquil driver. Oriental food shops like SeoulPlaza, and MKate Supermarket stand on the High Street alongside Safeway and Tudor Williams, an old-fashioned department store. There’s Pizza Hut, B’Wise, and Shoefayre, and it’s always busy, a fact that I am depending on . . .


Embarrassed? I don’t do embarrassed although I will confess to a prickling heat that is breaking out between my breasts, the same sensation that came over me when I was in Tesco this morning.


I was standing at the check-out, my stomach growling in response to the mingling aromas of croissants, crispy bacon and stewed coffee, while the woman at the till rang up the last items – a half-price Smarties egg left over from Easter and spare toothbrush heads. I’d picked them up for Dan, forgetting that I’m no longer responsible for his oral health.


The woman at the check-out swiped my Clubcard and credit card, and her blank expression changed to one of mild interest.


‘Your credit card’s been rejected,’ she said.


I handed over my debit card.


‘That’s come up refer to bank.’


‘I don’t understand.’ I dug around in my purse for cash, and found the sum of 28p. ‘Hold on a mo, I’ll get some cash.’ I dashed off across the shop, ignoring the groans and tut-tutting from the people in the queue behind me. I tried both cards in the cash machine. No luck. I called Dan on the mobile on my way back to the check-out. ‘It’s me, Sadie. What the hell’s going on?’


‘What do you mean?’ Dan blustered.


‘You know very well,’ I snapped down the phone. ‘I’m in the middle of Tesco with no money!’ The line fizzed. ‘Don’t you dare hang up on me!’


Dan cleared his throat. He always clears his throat when he’s nervous. ‘I’m out of work,’ he blurted out.


‘When? For how long?’ When I am excited or stressed, my voice rises by an octave and more than a few decibels, a reflex over which I have no control. I became aware that everyone was staring in my direction.


‘It’s been three months since my last contract ran out.’


‘Why didn’t you tell me?’


‘I hoped something would come up, but the job market’s like a burned-out motherboard.’


I hesitate, wondering if this is Dan’s latest idea of an insult to my mothering skills.


‘It’s dead,’ he adds in explanation. Dan is a computer programmer. Some might classify him as a nerd. If I hadn’t been the main attraction in Tesco, I might have found myself feeling sorry for him because his self-esteem, as well as our financial security, depends on his work.


‘What am I supposed to do?’


‘You and the twins will be all right. You’ll have the money from the sale of the house soon.’


It’s true. The home that Dan and I shared when we were married, and where I live with the twins, has been under offer for months, and I’m supposed to be looking for somewhere else for us to live.


‘I need money now. I can’t wait until we complete the sale. Listen, Dan, you get yourself down here right now, and pay for my shopping.’


‘I’ve told you, I’ve given you all the money I possess. You’ve stripped me of all my worldly goods, apart from my clothes and my U2 CDs.’


‘Thank goodness I don’t have to listen to those any more.’


‘You have an appalling taste in music, Sadie.’


‘Haven’t!’


‘Abba, Stevie Wonder and Mike Oldfield’s Tubular Bells are all so middle of the road,’ he taunts.


‘You can talk. That knitted pullover you were wearing last time I saw you reached the end of the road several millennia ago.’


‘Oh Sadie, don’t exaggerate.’


‘I’m not exaggerating.’


‘You are!’


‘Excuse me,’ the woman at the check-out cut in, ‘but are you going to pay for this shopping, or not?’


‘I am not!’ I was neither exaggerating, nor about to pay for my shopping. Dan and I were still bickering like a married couple, and I couldn’t think of anything else for an outrageous bohemian like me to do, except cut Dan off, then walk as quickly and as nonchalantly out of the supermarket as I could.


The prickling heat between my breasts intensifies now as I position myself outside the Old Town Hall, a redbrick building which is now Waitrose, and alongside an unshaven middle-aged man with a dog and a tartan shopping trolley.


‘G’day,’ he says in an Australian accent. ‘Big Issue?’


‘Er, not yet, thanks. I’m brassic.’


He frowns.


‘Boracic lint. Skint,’ I explain.


‘Ah. No brass? No lolly?’


‘That’s right. Would you like a balloon?’


‘Love one.’


I model him a hat with a flower on the top to start things off. It isn’t very good, but he’s pleased.


‘That’s beaut,’ he says, pulling it down to his ears. ‘A real ripsnorter.’


I have modelled balloons on the street before for practice and for fun, but not out of desperation. It’s a pound a go. I do dogs and cats, but no more hats. One of the dads who stops to order a sword for his son which turns out quite well, asks me if I am collecting for charity. I am, if you believe that charity should start at home, but I do start to worry that I might need a licence, and that one of the Big Guns from the PTA might recognise me and ask me to do a session at the school fête in June and, even worse, that Dan and the children might turn up.


Yes, I’d like Dan to see what he has reduced me to, to make him sick with shame, but I don’t want Lorna and Sam to find out that I’m working on the streets for money. Lorna would live in a state of perpetual worry about our financial security, and Sam would lose all credibility with his friends, the few that he has left. In his head he is Jackie Chan fighting the baddies of the world, but the violence of his Kung Fu moves tends to put any would-be friends off.


An hour later, and I am doing quite well. I add up the money during a lull. I’ve done it. My ordeal is over. I have enough cash for a container of diesel, a ready meal for one, and a copy of the Big Issue. Relieved, I tuck my balloon pump inside my dungarees.


‘Mum! Hey, Mum!’ Lorna is waving and calling from the other side of the High Street. ‘Mum! It is you, isn’t it?’


I can hardly deny it. Running isn’t an option. Nor, for obvious reasons, is blending into the crowd. I stand and wait, watching Lorna skipping along in an outfit as colourful and uncoordinated as Topsy’s: a pink long-sleeved top with sparkling Princess logo on the front, a lime-green and mauve striped ‘skort’, teamed with long blue and cream socks.


Dan and Sam are behind her, Dan straightbacked and scowling, and Sam with his hands in his jeans pockets, head bowed and pretending he hasn’t seen me. Dan, Sam and Lorna: three freckled redheads. Am I pleased to see them? Of course I am. I haven’t seen the twins since seven o’clock last night when Dan came to collect them for the weekend and take them back to the house that he’s renting just off the Kingston Road. It’s a two-storey hutch of a house, hardly big enough for a rabbit, and a dwarf one at that.


Dan steers the twins across the High Street.


‘You should have used the pedestrian crossing,’ I say protectively.


‘You fuss too much,’ he replies, blinking hard as if he has an attack of hayfever. ‘What the hell are you doing, Sadie?’ The sound of Dan’s voice, which used to fire me up with joy and desire, niggles me. My make-up starts to melt as my face burns hotter than a red chili pepper.


‘What does it look like?’ I snap back.


‘As if you’re out begging.’


‘I’ve been selling balloons.’


‘Mum, you’re so embarrassing,’ Sam groans.


‘This isn’t embarrassing,’ says Dan. ‘It’s tantamount to child abuse. How could you? How can you let your children down like this?’


‘My children?’


‘Our children,’ Dan corrects himself quickly, and I smile to myself. He must have been having a bad time with the twins this weekend as the children are always mine, not his, when they misbehave. I expect Lorna’s been going on at him about having her ears pierced, and I dread to think what Sam’s been up to. Sam was the one I had to keep strapped in the trolley at all times whenever we went to the supermarket. That was until he learned how to undo the straps and fell out onto his head. After that, I had to keep him out of the supermarket altogether.


Three pairs of hazel eyes gaze at me. I concentrate on Dan’s. He isn’t wearing his glasses. I peer closer, not difficult as we are the same height when I’m wearing Doc Martens. He blinks hard again. His eyes look red and slightly tearful.


‘You’re wearing contact lenses?’


A deep flush drowns Dan’s freckles.


‘Dad’s trying them out,’ Lorna interrupts. ‘We have to guide him back to the optician’s after an hour.’


Dan’s had his hair cut short too. Like the twins, his hair has a tendency to curl, but the curls have gone, and the remaining hair has been waxed up into a Hoxton fin.


‘Are you seeing someone?’ I ask.


‘I don’t think that’s any of your business,’ Dan says.


‘I’m just taking an interest.’ I was going to add, ‘in your affairs,’ but affairs are a no-go subject for me and Dan. That was it, you see. I’m not sure to this day that Dan ever had any affairs while he was married to me. He says that his infidelities were all in my head, and it was my jealous streak that drove us apart.


Dan walked into me, literally, spilling a bottle of Diamond White down my front at the Fountain pub. He was celebrating his eighteenth birthday. I was twenty-two. I dragged him outside and we meandered, arm-in-arm, along the banks of the Beverley Brook in the dark, until he’d sobered up enough to remember where he lived so that I could escort him home. It took me seven years to decide to accept his proposal of marriage, and we were happily married for another nine.


Happily might be stretching the point a little, but the time passed agreeably enough until I noticed that Dan was becoming increasingly blasé about our wedding anniversaries. The number of Belgian chocolates in my annual gift-wrapped box seemed to diminish exponentially with the number of years we had been married, and I began to believe that I loved him far more than he loved me.


Our troubles didn’t so much start as come to a head during the season of office parties, the Christmas before last. One night, Dan didn’t come home. He said he’d drunk too much to drive. I accused him of sleeping with one of the women he was working with at the time. Dan denied it, and I never had any proof either way, but it was too late. Dan sat me down with a glass of wine, and said that we needed to talk. The conversation is etched on my memory.


‘What is it you want?’ I asked. ‘An open marriage? Time out?’


‘I’m getting to the point where I’m beginning to hate you,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to hate you, Sadie.’


‘I shall hate you if you ask me for a divorce.’


‘You’ll have to hate me then,’ he said quietly.


Was it a shock? I suppose it was. Among the usual little niggles, Dan had begun complaining about my body hair. He was appalled when he noticed that I hadn’t done anything about my bikini line when we took the twins swimming together, but I put that down to him looking at too many copies of FHM. It wasn’t a shock to my mother, who claimed that she always knew that Dan and I weren’t right for each other, that we would inevitably split up because we didn’t possess a garden shed into which Dan could retreat in times of stress. I didn’t force her to confront her powers of logic by pointing out that she and my father once owned two garden sheds and a greenhouse – which didn’t stop them divorcing.


My father’s dead now. He died from a heart attack at sixty, a consequence perhaps of the stress he created for himself, trying to hide his rampant promiscuity behind the façade of ‘The Perfect Marriage’. I came to forgive him and my mother for the lie that they lived while Annette and I were growing up, but I can’t quite forget.


‘Mum, can I have a balloon?’ Lorna asks, bringing me back to the present.


‘If you give me a pound.’


‘I haven’t got a pound.’ Lorna’s face falls. My heart twists.


‘Do you really think I’d try to make money out of my own children?’ I tease.


‘Well, yes,’ says Lorna.


‘You haven’t given us our pocket-money for weeks,’ Sam cuts in.


‘Your dad’s supposed to give you pocket-money.’


‘I’m skint,’ Dan says, turning his trouser-pockets inside out to prove the point.


‘Nice trousers,’ I comment.


‘They’re new,’ says Lorna. ‘We helped him choose them when we went into Kingston this morning.’


‘I can tell. Look.’ I point to the label that’s hanging out of the waistband beneath his leather jacket. ‘You will be skint if you go around buying new clothes as well as contact lenses.’ A helpless anger rises like bile in my throat. ‘For goodness sake, Dan, you’re not working. Where’s the money coming from?’


‘That’s none of your business either,’ Dan growls, tearing at the label and ripping it off.


‘Of course it bloody well is! How am I supposed to manage? I expect you’ve already contacted the CSA to reduce your payments.’


‘I haven’t,’ says Dan, looking hurt.


‘No, I suppose there’s no point if you’re refusing to contribute anything at all!’


‘Listen, Sadie, I’m trying to beat the competition by projecting a more youthful image so I can get a new contract. It’s dog eat dog out there at the moment.’


‘You expect me to believe that?’ I am close to combusting spontaneously.


‘Please, Mum. Stop shouting.’ Lorna looks up at me, wide-eyed through long lashes. ‘You promised that you wouldn’t shout at Dad any more.’


‘I’m not shouting.’


‘You are,’ Dan says.


I turn away from his smug, self-righteous expression and take a deep breath. Sam is standing a little way away, staring into the travel agent’s window, wishing no doubt that he was on the other side of the world. The Big Issue seller has stuffed his belongings into his tartan trolley, and is slipping a rope lead around his dog’s neck, ready to move on.


‘All right, I’m sorry.’ I reach out and dab at Lorna’s freckled nose with one forefinger. ‘What kind of animal would you like?’


‘Can I have a parrot, please?’


I frown. A parrot can hardly be classed as a variation on the dog.


‘Parrots aren’t in fashion,’ I say, taking a balloon from my pocket and pump from my dungarees. ‘Apparently, dogs are incredibly trendy at the moment.’


‘Don’t you mean cool?’ says Lorna.


‘Maybe. Hey, Sam,’ I call as I blow up a balloon and tie a knot in the end. ‘Come over here and choose a balloon.’


He turns his back.


‘Don’t you turn your back on me!’


He spins round on the flashing heel of his trainer, and sticks his tongue out.


‘Sam!’


‘Leave me alone!’


‘Let it drop, Sadie,’ says Dan, restraining me with a hand on my arm. ‘He’s upset.’


‘So am I, but that’s no reason for Sam to be rude to me. I didn’t choose to do this,’ I say, pulling my arm away and twisting up Lorna’s balloon. ‘It’s your fault that I’m almost destitute.’


There’s a flicker of warmth in Dan’s eyes. ‘Can I make it up to you and invite you to have tea with us? We’re going to McDonald’s.’


‘I thought you said you hadn’t got any money.’


‘I have one last ten-pound note,’ Dan says, tapping his breast-pocket.


I decline the offer of tea because I can see that he’s right about me embarrassing Sam, and I don’t want to be mistaken for a passing Ronald McDonald.


‘See you tomorrow night then, Mum,’ Lorna says. Her lip quivers slightly as she gives me a kiss goodbye, putting her arms up across my hoop and wrapping them around my neck. Of the four of us, I believe she is the only one who still harbours secret dreams of Dan and me getting back together.


‘Bye, darling,’ I murmur. I approach Sam, but he shrinks away from my embrace, and wipes off the smudge of white make-up that I leave on his cheek. He thinks he’s too old to kiss – in public anyway.


‘I’ll drop them back at six tomorrow, if that’s all right,’ says Dan. ‘I know it’s a bit earlier than usual—’


‘No, that’s fine,’ I cut in. By six I am normally pacing the house, waiting for the twins to return. For all his faults, Dan is a great dad, but I can’t help begrudging him the time they spend with him.


I watch them go, Lorna skipping along on one side of Dan, and Sam swaggering along on the other, before I slip into Waitrose to buy my dinner. I choose a pasta meal, then fail to decide between Raspberry Tiramisu, and Two Islands of Passion with Apricot Coulis. I put the pasta back, and buy both desserts, then head off to purchase diesel before I collect the car. It’s still outside Haze on the Hill, but some (other) clown has left a handwritten note tucked under one of the windscreen wipers.


Dear Dr who? Please leave your name and address so I can contact your surgery to complain about your inconsiderate parking. Illegible signature.


I scribble a note back, and leave it spiked onto one of the double gates.


Address – Tardis, Edge of the Universe. I shall be back. The Doctor.


Back inside the car, I switch on Magic FM and drive home the long way round because the High Street is clogged with traffic. I’m on my way along a cut-through, cursing the speed humps, when I catch a glimpse of a For Sale board peeping out from an overgrown hedge. What makes me pull in and stop? The dazzling glare of the sun reflected by the windows of the house behind it? The figures that I conjure up from the shadows in the front garden, ladies from another age, dressed in bonnets and shawls? I tell myself not to be silly, that I’ve borrowed too many sagas from the library since Dan and I split up.


It is just a house, a dilapidated Edwardian mid-terrace, caught between its more respectable neighbours and their tarmacked front gardens. A few steps lead up to an aluminium replacement door which is completely out of keeping with the style of the house, but it wouldn’t take much for someone to change it.


I sink into my seat as far as I can with Topsy’s hoop digging into my back and study the end-on gable and bay windows in more detail. There’s blue paint peeling from the window-frames, and a few tiles missing from the roof, but the redbrick walls look sound. My heart starts to beat faster than it did when the man from Presley & Partners Estate Agents ran into the back of my car. I’ll soon have the whole of my divorce settlement. The twins and I need somewhere to live. Why not live here?


Yes, the house appears to need some work to turn it into a home, but that shouldn’t be beyond me. I know from telly programmes like Property Ladder that the most unlikely people are buying houses nowadays, doing them up and selling them on for profit. In fact, I’ve considered it myself when trying to dream up more lucrative alternatives to my career as a clown, but not that seriously.


However, with Dan out of work, I need to earn more money than Topsy can ever provide for food and clothes, and paying the bills. I could do with an occupation that offers me and the twins a more secure financial future than we have now: holidays, a pension, deposits for Lorna and Sam to buy homes of their own one day. Not only that, there are only so many fresh routines that Topsy can conjure up – I’d love a new challenge.


Why not go into property development? It would be a laugh, much more fun than clowning about as Topsy. It might be hard work, but when has there ever been anything I cannot do? (I’m ignoring parking a car, and keeping a marriage going.) I have experience of running my own business, and I know my PVC from my MDF. All I need now is a partner.
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Chapter Three


I am sitting in Helen’s conservatory, waiting for her to bring coffee through from the kitchen. The conservatory has a dwarf wall. This is important, according to Helen’s husband Michael. It puts you one up on people who have a conservatory without one, and of course miles above people like me who haven’t got a conservatory at all.


Helen enters, carrying a tray. She is tall, slender and moves with the lanky elegance of a giraffe, and I mean that sincerely. This morning she’s wearing straight-cut blue jeans and a pink hooded top, and nothing on her feet. She has a pair of tiny earrings and a simple gold chain around her neck.


‘I don’t know why you can’t tell me where we’re going,’ she grumbles as she sits down with a creak that I hope has more to do with the rattan colonial-style suite than her thirty-five-year-old joints. ‘Let me guess, you’re taking me to meet someone. You’ve met a new man at last. Oh Sadie, that’s fantastic, but why the black jacket?’


I’m wearing the one smart jacket I possess, the one I used to wear for meetings with the solicitor who dealt with my divorce.


‘I’ll die if you tell me he’s a funeral director,’ Helen continues.


‘A wealthy and drop-dead gorgeous funeral director,’ I say, stroking my chin.


Helen plunges the cafetière down so hard that coffee splurges out of the spout and drips through the rattan coffee-table onto the ceramic tiled floor.


‘Don’t be ridiculous. I wouldn’t be seen dead with a funeral director,’ I say, laughing. ‘I’m not seeing anyone.’


Apparently reassured, Helen pours two glasses of coffee. Yes, glasses, not mugs. A bit over the top, if you ask me.


If I were a man, I would fancy Helen. She manages to look infuriatingly stunning whatever she’s wearing, yet she has one or two flaws that mean you can forgive her for it. The blonde highlights that run through the untamed curls that tumble down to her shoulders, contrast perhaps a little too strongly with her own shade of brunette, and her teeth are a tiny bit yellowed, in spite of the hours she spends trialling different brands of whitening toothpastes. Helen claims that the yellow is an indication of how strong her teeth are, but I think it’s an unfortunate consequence of her having attended too many coffee mornings when her daughter Charlotte was a baby. She’s talking about having her front teeth veneered. Is it vanity or insecurity on Helen’s part? I might feel insecure if I was married to Michael.


Michael is a self-made man, a jack-the-lad from the East End, with ambition, a streak of ruthlessness and the gift of the gab. He has made his fortune importing, dealing and double-dealing in all those things you find in discount shops, things you didn’t realise you couldn’t live without until you see them. There’s the pink pig, twist-and-ping kitchen timer that I have to set for ten minutes to get three and a half for a boiled egg. Perhaps time moves more quickly in Taiwan, or their hens lay smaller eggs. There are the boxes of fifty hair clips that I buy for Lorna that all snap or are lost within a couple of days of purchase, and the light-up Father Christmas with the dirty laugh that I bought on 23 December last year, and threw out on Boxing Day.


‘So where are we going?’ Helen tries again.


‘You’ll see when we get there.’ I change the subject. ‘Now, I was telling you about my weekend. Where did I get to?’


‘The check-out, Tesco.’


‘That’s right. Dan said he hadn’t worked for three months, so he hadn’t paid any money into my account.’


‘The bastard.’ Helen breathes steam from her coffee glass.


‘I didn’t have any money to buy food or diesel, so my car broke down, and someone ran into the back of me on the way to Topsy’s party, and then this macho builder muscled in and took over when I was managing the situation perfectly well myself.’ I gaze at the view from the conservatory. It faces an area of new decking enclosed by a palisade fence. When I told Helen that it reminded me of a hitching post in a Mid-west town where Clint Eastwood might tie up his horse, she thought I was joking. Still does. There is a lawn with daffodils beyond it, and a not-so-very-distant vista of the neighbours’ conifer hedge. My house, which is across the road from Helen’s, faces in the opposite direction so the view from my back garden is a playing-field and an electricity pylon.


‘Go on,’ says Helen, leaning towards me. ‘Tell me more.’


‘Oh, I let him play the hero.’


‘A man likes to think he can be somebody’s hero,’ says Helen thoughtfully as she starts tidying up. She closes the catalogue that’s open on the table, hiding the description of a Neoprene tankini she’s ringed with blue biro. I’ve already looked. It’s a size 12.


‘He didn’t do much,’ I explain. ‘He saved me from a road-rage attack, then pushed my car off the road.’


‘Did you turn a few tricks for him in return?’ Helen grins.


‘I wish,’ I sigh. ‘I wish I’d waited to get changed and made-up at the party. I mean, my bum looks big enough already without Topsy’s dungarees.’


Helen rearranges the photo frames beside the catalogue. One contains a Red Indian nuptial prayer about roaming buffalo, love and fire. Its sentiments of everlasting faith and commitment make me feel slightly nauseous, as if I’ve eaten a plateful of onion bhajis for breakfast, but maybe if Dan and I had had one and we’d read and acted on it every day, our marriage might have survived, like Helen and Michael’s. Maybe not. Helen picks up a photo of a man who resembles Pierce Brosnan, gazing up fondly into the eyes of his younger bride. Helen was twenty-six then, and Michael was forty-one. Helen gives it a quick blow and a brush with her hand to remove some imagined dust, and puts it back down, while the burr of the fan with integral spotlights competes with the hum of traffic out on the main road.


‘Would you like me to leave?’ I ask.


She looks up, her brow furrowed in spite of all the rejuvenating AHAs that she uses.


‘I seem to be getting in the way of you doing your housework.’


‘No, you’re not. I’m just . . .’


‘Is something bothering you?’


Helen bites her lip for a moment, then shakes her head and forces a smile. I don’t press her – she’ll tell me when she’s ready.


‘So this man, he was all right?’ she prompts me. ‘Fanciable?’


‘Eminently. If I were looking for a man, which I’m not, not really, he would have been perfect.’


‘Oh Sadie, do you know what this means?’ says Helen excitedly. ‘You’re finally over Dan.’


‘I’ve known that for ages.’


‘No, you haven’t. You’ve been going round oblivious to the charms of other men. Last week, if Brad Pitt had walked into this room, you wouldn’t have noticed.’


‘I would because you would have screamed, and jumped all over him.’


Helen ignores me. ‘Don’t you see, this man you’re talking about is the first one you’ve taken any interest in since your divorce. Did you get his phone number?’ She pauses as I shake my head. ‘His name?’


‘Gareth. Gareth Bryant.’ A shadow crosses Helen’s face. ‘You don’t know him, do you?’ I suppose it shouldn’t surprise me if she does, since she’s lived in New Malden for most of her life. I’m a relative newcomer, having moved here from Croydon a mere twenty-one years ago when my parents broke up.


‘The name’s very familiar . . .’


‘Please, don’t tell me he was one of your conquests,’ I interrupt.


‘You said that he’s a builder, so it can’t be the same one. My Gareth got a commission to go into the Army.’ Helen grins, and adds, ‘At least, one of my Gareths did.’


I am relieved. I couldn’t bear the thought of Gareth being one of her cast-offs. Officially, Helen had three lovers before Michael. Unofficially, when she’s under the influence of a couple of glasses of wine, and Michael’s out of earshot, she’s had many more. I wonder sometimes if I missed out, holding on to my virtue until Dan proposed to me under the flyover at the end of Burlington Road, and remaining monogamous thereafter.
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