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    Penny Vincenzi is one of the UK’s best-loved and most popular authors. Since her first novel, Old Sins, was published in 1989, she has written fifteen bestselling novels, most recently The Decision and the number one bestsellers The Best of Times and An Absolute Scandal.


    Her first ‘proper’ job was at the Harrods Library, aged sixteen, after which she went to secretarial college. She joined the Mirror and later became a journalist, writing for The Times, the Daily Mail and Cosmopolitan amongst many others, before turning to fiction. Several years later, over seven million copies of Penny’s books ahve been sold worldwide and she is universally held to be the ‘doyenne of the modern blockbuster’ (Glamour).


    Penny Vencenzi has four daughters, and divides her time between London and Gower, South Wales.


    Praise for Penny Vincenzi:


    ‘Teeming with memorable characters, this is pure pleasure, Vincenzi-style’ Woman & Home


    ‘Glamorous, weepy, indulgent and at times heartbreaking. Oh, and it has some racy bits, too. Hooray!’ Heat


    ‘Romps glamorously along, is very well-written and there’s plenty of ceiling-hitting sex and good characters. What more could anyone want? . . . I enjoyed it hugely’ Daily Mail


    ‘This spectacular novel is utterly captivating’ Closer


    ‘There are a few things better in life than the knowledge that sitting on your bedside table is the latest novel by Penny Vincenzi’ Daily Express


    ‘There’s one name that continues to reign supreme, Penny Vincenzi’ Glamour


    ‘A very involving read, perfect for a lazy rainy afternoon’ Woman


    ‘A big, fat autumn read, packed with glamour and high drama’ Choice
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    About the Book


    Absorbing, compelling and fizzing with a delicious cast of characters, Love in the Afternoon and Other Delights is a stunning collection of Penny Vincenzi’s short stories, brought together in a single edition for the first time alongside snippets from her other writing and journalism.


    Connecting the stories is the theme of love, and all the heady emotions which follow in its wake – hope, heartbreak and desire. A separated husband and wife rediscover their delight in one another – despite the fact that each is now partnered with somebody else. A young couple’s fiery marriage comes perilously close to disaster, and a feud over a missing brooch separates two sisters for over a decade. With each story Penny Vincenzi explores the passions, jealousies, flirtations, truths and lies that bring lovers and families together, and can tear them apart.

  


  
    


    For Daughters One, Two, Three and Four. With much love.
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    It’s really rather nice to be publishing my short stories all in one piece; I’ve written them pretty sporadically over the years, when I’m asked by sundry magazines and newspapers. I read them when they come out, file them away (which means putting them in an enormous cardboard box in my study labelled ‘Short Stories’) and forget about them. So not a particularly tidy process.


    And here they are, neatly got together, bringing back (in some cases quite vividly) the occasion or time that inspired them: a particular Mother’s Day, perhaps, or a Christmas party, or a visit to New York.


    ‘The Glimpses’ was the first fiction I ever wrote, and it was a bit like discovering you can ride a bicycle: a few bumps and scrapes, a lot of falls and thinking you’ll never manage it, and then suddenly, oh my goodness, you’re flying along and you can’t quite believe it. So that is my special favourite.


    ‘The Brooch’ was inspired by a real brooch, exactly as described in the story, which sat on my grandmother’s rather ample bosom while she read to me. I loved and wanted that brooch so much, but of course was never allowed even to hold it. It was part of my childhood, and it seemed to me something that deserved a story of its own.


    ‘Baby Knows Best’ was sparked off by my own experiences as a mother and grandmother, discovering over and over again that babies have a mind of their own and there is very little you can do about it.


    ‘The Best Table’ started out as a true story, with a trip to New York and the Hamptons, and a chance meeting with a very charming chap on the Hampton Jitney, the bus that goes out from Manhattan on Saturday mornings, bearing lots of rich, well-dressed weekenders. I suddenly felt I was living out a romantic comedy which deserved a better twist than the real-life one, which wasn’t a twist at all, just a nice weekend.


    And so on.


    The thing about writing short stories is that they do need a twist, and a neat one at that. You can’t just ramble on; there has to be a beginning, and a middle, and then quite a swift end, which must surprise and intrigue. So just because they’re short doesn’t mean they’re easy to write; rather the reverse. But I do love doing them – occasionally – as they require a rather different approach. Normally I don’t have the faintest idea what’s going to happen at the end of my books, or even halfway through; I simply follow my characters and see what they get up to. That’s a bit of an understatement, and makes it sound quite a lot easier than it is, but it is nonetheless true.


    With a short story, I really do know what’s going to happen, no room for surprises. It’s not how I like to write all the time – I’d find it quite boring – but occasionally – well, it’s a bit like having a difficult workout at the gym: I feel challenged and rather pleased with myself when I’ve managed it.


    As for the articles, well, I’m still really a journalist at heart. If somebody woke me up at two in the morning and asked me before I was properly awake what I did for a living, I’d probably say journalist, rather than novelist. Newspaper ink runs in my veins, as they say. When I reread my piece about Marjorie Proops, the famous agony aunt, once my boss at the Daily Mirror, I find myself right back there, sitting in that noisy newsroom, thick with cigarette smoke as it was then, and the incredible clatter of typewriters.


    Journalism still seems to me the best job in the world, and amazingly privileged: you can meet people you’d never meet in the normal course of events, anyone you put your mind to really; go to places you’d never go, see things you’d never see.


    It’s also very nice the way I do it now, sitting peacefully at home, thinking on the page, rather than having to write a thousand words in half an hour, with a subeditor standing over me, his hand literally held out for the paper as it emerges from the typewriter. It’s extremely self-indulgent this way, penning opinions, as in the piece about being a mother, dragging humour out of situations, as in my experiences of ‘Getting Older’, or simply answering questions about my favourite books. Not really proper journalism at all, I suppose, but always nice to be asked to do it, and to have it done and dusted in half a day rather than the two years each book takes.


    It’s all writing, of course, but it’s all very different. Being able to write fiction doesn’t mean you can write articles about people, for instance. But it’s a bit like playing the piano and the violin: doing one doesn’t mean you can go straight into the other if you’ve never done it before, but you’re off to a head start. You can read music, and you know what a note should sound like; the rest is practice.


    I do hope you’re going to enjoy the results here of an awful lot of practice!
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    All her friends thought it was wonderful that Anna visited her grandfather in the nursing home every other Sunday; Anna didn’t think it was wonderful at all. She loved old people, always had done; she enjoyed chatting – or rather listening – to them, hearing their life stories, borne back through time, half, perhaps three quarters of a century. It was partly, she knew, because she loved stories, filing them away in her mind, occasionally noting down a few details in the leather-bound notebook her grandfather had given her for that very purpose.


    Which was why she was here today. She had brought it in a few weeks ago, to show him how battered and well used it was, only to find that he had become ill, and was being admitted to hospital for tests. In the panic, she had left it behind.


    He had never come back from the hospital. Anna’s mother had collected all his things, but not the notebook.


    ‘I don’t know where it is, darling, I’m sorry. Maybe Matron will know.’


    Matron did know. ‘Your grandfather’s girlfriend was entrusted with it,’ she said. ‘Mrs Lesley, you know?’


    Anna did know. Rose Lesley was fairly new to the nursing home, a pretty, rather grand old lady, with snow-white hair and brilliant blue eyes. Her grandfather had been very taken with her.


    ‘If you could bear to come in,’ Matron said, ‘I know Mrs Lesley would love to see you. She misses your grandfather dreadfully.’


    Anna said she would, and the next Sunday afternoon she drove her mother’s Mini over to Helena House.


    Rose was in the garden, sitting under the big chestnut tree. ‘Your grandfather was so proud of you,’ she said, patting the seat beside her, ‘and so sure you’d achieve your ambition of becoming a writer. And having had a look at some of your ideas – I hope you don’t mind, my dear – I’m sure he was right.’


    ‘Well, I hope so,’ said Anna. ‘I haven’t even got to university yet. I’m still waiting for my A-level results.’


    ‘What’s that got to do with it?’ said Rose. ‘Writing stories is a gift, not something you learn. Do you think Shakespeare did his A levels, or Chaucer?’


    Anna said she thought probably not.


    ‘I miss your grandfather,’ said Rose sadly. ‘Very much. He was such a gentleman; he had style. Not many of the people here have style.’


    Anna had to admit this was true.


    ‘Style is terribly important,’ Rose said. ‘It tells you a lot about people. My mother had great style.’ After a pause she added, ‘Even after my father died and left us – her – penniless, she always looked wonderful.’


    Anna sat silent, feeling a story coming her way.


    ‘Dudley, my first husband, was very stylish also,’ Rose said. ‘We were a most dashing couple. And of course the thirties were a very glamorous time. Goodness, we had fun. Oh, but you don’t want to hear about that . . .’


    Anna said she did, as Rose had known she would, and for the rest of the afternoon they drifted into the magical world of Rose’s youth: of fine London houses and country weekends, of dazzling parties and smart nightclubs, of trips to Le Touquet in private planes . . . ‘And the women were so elegant – those bias-cut crêpe dresses and marcel-waved hair. And oh – the fur coats I had! Two or three, and the most wonderful collection of cigarette holders. One had real diamonds in it, from Asprey, a present from an admirer.’


    ‘He must have admired you very much,’ Anna said, ‘to give you that.’


    ‘Well, darling, of course he did. He became my lover. He gave me a pair of slave bangles too, gold set with emeralds, very beautiful. He was an Indian prince,’ she added, with a touch of complacency.


    ‘And did – did your husband know about this?’ asked Anna, given courage by Rose’s frankness.


    ‘Oh, I think so. We never discussed it – you didn’t then; there was none of this soul-baring. Marriage was a business and you ran it well, and if love faded a little, that didn’t mean life couldn’t be very pleasant. I ran my marriage extremely well,’ she added. ‘Dudley often said what a wonderful wife I was. And then the war came, and he went into the army, left me on the morning of the ninth of June 1940, sent to Italy, and I never saw him again.’


    She lay back in the seat and closed her eyes. ‘Darling, I’m terribly tired. I can’t talk any more now. Will you come back? Another afternoon? My daughters come in the mornings – you wouldn’t want to waste time with them. My son is more interesting: he lives in California, works in the film industry.’


    And so the afternoons of love, as Anna thought of them, began. She visited Rose every Sunday, and looked forward to it all week. It was like watching some wonderful film or TV series.


    The war led to many love affairs: ‘Life was so tenuous, darling, you might never see someone again, so of course you wanted to be happy with them. And to help them forget what they were going back to. London was wonderful then, in spite of the danger. We used to go to the Dorchester in big parties, drink cocktails and eat wonderful dinners and then dance almost all night.’


    ‘What about air raids?’


    ‘Oh, we used to go down to the Turkish baths in the basement – perfectly safe – clutching our drinks; it was rather fun. You had to pay extra for your dinner, a few shillings, but then you could have anything you wanted: smoked salmon, asparagus . . .’ Her voice tailed off.


    The great love of Rose’s wartime years had been a ‘wonderfully handsome’ pilot who had covered himself in glory during the Battle of Britain and then been killed in an air raid on his first night of leave in London. ‘I wanted to die too, it hurt so much – we were setting off on a little holiday the next day from my house in Chelsea; I waited for hours and hours, and he’d never been late, so I think I knew. Afterwards, I discovered he was going to propose – his best friend told me and said he’d shown him the ring.’


    She had worked in a Red Cross canteen several nights a week, had a brief fling with a naval commander and another with a ‘divine major’ – and we think we have sexual freedom, thought Anna – but came to the end of the war ‘a little tired and actually rather broke’.


    ‘I thought then I’d had enough of love, that I wanted security and friendship. I was so lucky I met Richard. Richard was quite – quite plain, darling, a little sturdy, but so sweet and gentle and oh, he adored me. And he was pretty well off. We got married all at once and I made my vows that day knowing my romancing was over. Only it wasn’t, of course.’


    She had a talent for storytelling, knew exactly how to bring a time alive, when to end an episode. As the summer wore on, Anna finished her holiday job and started to visit Rose twice, three times a week.


    ‘So sweet of you, darling, to listen to my nonsense,’ Rose would say, and Anna would smile and say she never wanted it to end.


    Rose was thirty-five when she married Richard. ‘It was such a dreary time, just after the war; everything was still rationed and there was no fun, no sense of adventure to get you through it. We lived in Kent, in a rather nice house, and Richard went to the City every day. I was a little bored, but I was determined to be a good wife, and I looked after him very well. The girls were born, and Richard was so happy, a wonderful father. It was a magnificent era for the theatre – Oklahoma!, Annie Get Your Gun – and we’d take a few friends, stay up in town, at the Savoy usually, but it wasn’t nearly so romantic as in the war. And then – well, then I met the love of my life . . .’


    Anna recognised the cue for the interval and left.


    Next afternoon, when she arrived at Helena House, Rose had a bad cold. ‘So don’t stay too long and make her tired,’ Matron said. Anna promised.


    And then the most romantic chapter of Rose’s life began.


    ‘I was a little bit down, getting bored with country life – I missed all my London friends terribly. And then – oh darling, then I met Jonathan. At a cocktail party. My knees went weak. He was absolutely the most beautiful man I had ever seen; he was an artist, and he wore the most marvellous clothes: jeans – which hardly anyone wore then – and white shirts, always white shirts, open at the neck, and beautiful velvet smoking jackets. But none of that mattered, you know; I should have loved him if he’d had one eye and been totally bald.’


    Anna thought this probably unlikely, but she smiled at Rose and poured her another cup of tea.


    ‘He was quite shy, in spite of his looks; not a smooth operator at all. That was what I loved most. He had a slight stammer, too, and it just turned my heart over.


    ‘Anyway, I tried to resist, both of us did, but it was absolutely overwhelming. I knew it was so bad of me, but Richard had no idea. I used to go up and see Jonathan twice a week in his studio. I lived for these afternoons, alone with him. His studio was in Chelsea, by the river Thames, and I can still see the reflection of the river on the ceiling. We would sit on the little balcony, drinking some rather beastly red wine, trying to decide what to do. It wasn’t just an affair, you see – we wanted to be together for ever.


    ‘When I was with him I wanted to stay, but the minute I left and was on the train again, going home, the torture began. I would think I couldn’t leave Richard; he would be a completely broken man. He was quite proud and stuffy, you see – how could he explain to the world that his wife had left him for an artist . . .?’


    Her voice had tailed off; she was asleep.


    Two afternoons later, when Anna returned, Matron was in Rose’s room. She shook her head and said, very quietly, ‘Not today, Anna, she’s too tired.’


    ‘Nonsense,’ came the voice from the bed, ‘I’m not tired at all. And Anna and I have important things to talk about.’


    Matron withdrew with a warning look at Anna.


    ‘Give me your hand, darling. I so love our afternoons. And I have so much to tell you today.’ But the hand was very warm and the cheeks were flushed. She talked faster than usual.


    ‘So, darling, there I was, trapped. It was love or duty, and I was never very good at duty. And I loved Jonathan so much. He was the first thing I thought of in the morning and the last thing at night; he made the sun shine for me, on the rainiest day. The prospect of life without him made everything bleak.


    ‘And then I realised I was pregnant. I knew it wasn’t Richard’s. And Jonathan said that now, of course, I couldn’t stay with Richard, I must go to him. I felt I was on the rack. I changed my mind hourly; it was absolutely dreadful. At one point I thought I should leave both of them, go away on my own. But then there would have been three of us unhappy. Oh dear . . .’ Two large tears rolled down her flushed face; she was reliving her unhappiness.


    Anna stood up. ‘Dear Rose, you must stop now, you’re so tired. I’ll come back another day.’


    She phoned next day. Matron said Rose was very unwell. ‘Bronchitis, possibly pneumonia.’


    It became pneumonia.


    Anna went to say goodbye to Rose. Her breathing was very fast, very shallow. She was wearing an oxygen mask which she kept pulling off, and was drifting in and out of consciousness. Anna bent and kissed her forehead and stood looking at her for a while, remembering all the stories, all the lovers, wondering if Rose did too.


    Rose died that night; Anna stood by the phone, crying at the news, and thought how much she would miss her and how she would never know whether she had indeed chosen love over duty.


    She went to the funeral; there were only a few people there. A handful of Rose’s friends, the staff of Helena House. Rose’s children were in the front pew, two stout, plain women and a tall, grey-haired man with Rose’s dazzling smile and brilliant blue eyes. Afterwards, at the nursing home, she introduced herself to them. ‘Yes, our mother told us you were visiting her. Most kind,’ said one of the women.


    ‘Indeed,’ said the other.


    ‘Honestly, I enjoyed it,’ said Anna.


    ‘Such a good place, this,’ said the first woman. ‘Our father was here, you know. In fact, he had the same room.’


    ‘No,’ said Anna, ‘no, I didn’t know that. But I heard a lot about him,’ she added, untruthfully. ‘He was obviously a wonderful man.’


    ‘He was indeed, wasn’t he, girls?’ said the man. ‘A father in a million. So good to us all. And they were so devoted to one another, until the day he died.’


    And in that moment, Anna knew what Rose had decided. She had chosen duty, but she had not entirely lost love. She had stayed with Richard, but she had had Jonathan’s baby. A boy, who looked – most fortunately in the circumstances – just like his mother. But who spoke like his father. With a slight stammer.
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    James was a very lucky man. He told himself so quite often, and he listened to his mother and his mother-in-law and his wife’s best friends (of whom there seemed to be rather a lot) telling him so quite often as well, and he knew he ought to believe it, and in fact he sometimes did. He managed to persuade himself that it was quite true; he would say yes, I am a very lucky man, very lucky indeed, and he would count his blessings again and yet again and congratulate himself upon them.


    Since he counted them so extremely frequently, he knew exactly how many there were and the order in which they came: pretty, loving wife; three beautiful children; nice house (in a good area with good schools); good job in insurance, excellent prospects, fair salary; then he was very healthy, he didn’t have ulcers, and he could beat someone a fair bit younger than he was at squash; and he and Anne, as the pretty, loving wife was called, had a very active social life and plenty of friends. Yes, he would say, pushing his rose-tinted spectacles more firmly on, yes, I am very lucky, most fortunate, and he would meditate upon his less fortunate friends and relations who had been made redundant or were getting divorced or who did have ulcers, and compare his lot most favourably with theirs.


    It wasn’t even as if he and Anne had a sterile or even a dull relationship. They talked and discussed a great deal, and even after nine years they were lovers as well as friends, as she liked to say, and in fact said quite often, and it was true, of course. Every six days or so, Anne would turn the light out before he had finished reading, unbutton her Laura Ashley nightie and say ‘James’ in a particular tone of voice that was an interesting hybrid of question and command. She always assumed he would be ready for her, and of course he usually was, although there were times when he could have wished either for a variation in her approach or more sympathy with his own mood.


    Anne had done a course in self-awareness at the Adult Education Centre, and she knew that it was most important that women should take the initiative in sex whenever they so wished. Moreover, she was aware that a woman had particular desires and needs of her own, as well as recognising those of her man; and although she didn’t actually feel those needs very strongly herself, she nevertheless wanted James to recognise their existence and how important they were, and not to regard their sex life as simply a gratification of his own.


    James knew, from listening to the coarse banter of his colleagues and squash opponents in various pubs and bars, that they would regard this attitude of Anne’s as still further manifestation of his great good fortune, for many of them had to work quite hard to be allowed to gratify their desires, and they would have given their next promotion or place on the squash ladder in exchange for a wife who issued sexual invitations on a regular basis, however predictable they might be. And it wasn’t even totally predictable really, James supposed: Anne was quite enthusiastic, just unimaginative, and afterwards, when she had climbed back into her Laura Ashley nightie and was talking about her day, which was what she liked to do, he would stroke her hair tenderly and reflect on his fondness for her, and wrench his thoughts away from the disorder of desire and the flesh and back into the neat lines of the PTA, the babysitting rota, the children’s progress with their reading and recorder playing, and the literary luncheon appreciation group which Anne had formed.


    There he was then, very lucky, very lucky indeed. So how was it, he wondered, that so often, indeed with appalling frequency, depression would strike him in the stomach like a physical blow, the rose-tinteds would slither right to the end of his nose and fall off, and he would see his life for what it really was? And what it really was he knew he didn’t really want. What he did want was slightly out of focus and very much out of reach; but he also knew that it was the real thing, not a fantasy, and that if it ever did come along, he would recognise it and reach out for it without hesitation.


    It shimmered tantalisingly, both in his subconscious and in the real world, but occasionally he would catch a fleeting glimpse of it, and it was like suddenly recognising the beloved only just ahead, yet out of reach, and his heart would thud, his knees jellify, and he would reach forward, trying desperately to catch hold of it, to detain it before it was lost once more in the crowd.


    The Glimpses, the fleeting glances, sometimes took the form of people, but more often they were an environment, an atmosphere, a feeling of being in the right place at almost the right time. And later, when the Glimpses had gone, and he sat eating Anne’s cassoulets and crumbles in the warmth and mess of the family dining room, to the accompaniment of tales of the suburban broods, and much interrupted by small pyjamaed figures, his mind would go back and try to analyse the substance of what he had seen. Gradually the formulation became more precise: what he was glimpsing was beauty, and beauty of a very worldly kind. It was not sunsets or fire glow or the smile on the face of a little child that made him sick with longing (indeed, he had more than enough of all that sort of thing, particularly the smiles on the little faces); it was still white rooms and sculptured furnishings, reedy music and diagrammatic paintings. And the people in the Glimpses were beautiful too: witty and stylish, their conversations designed as carefully as their clothes.


    As he began to recognise what he was finding in the Glimpses and why he liked them so much, he was able to look out for them and to see more of them. He took to going to art galleries in his lunch hour, instead of walking in the park; he would wander through smart furniture shops, drinking in the chrome and the marble, so shiny, so perfect, so unsmudged; and as he grew bolder, he would go into the most expensive and chic clothes shops and study not only the cuts and colours on view but the people buying and wearing them, all obviously rich and clever and successful and selfish, not a PTA member nor househusband among them. And although he could not afford the pictures or the clothes or the coffee tables, he would occasionally buy a glass or a handkerchief and he would keep them in his wardrobe, or his desk drawer, as talismans, living proof that there was another world somewhere, whose lifeblood was not Ribena and finger paints, but fine wine and beautiful books, and the air of which was not filled with action songs and arguments, but esoteric melodies and abstract-based discussions.


    Once Anne found a pair of cashmere socks in his wardrobe that he had bought from Paul Smith; her indignation and wrath were more in proportion to the discovery of a batch of lurid love letters. ‘Really, James,’ she said, hurling them on the bed, ‘how could you? They must have cost a fortune. You know Dominic needs new dungarees, and your season ticket’s about to expire, and you waste’ – she looked at the ticket, quivering with rage – ‘twenty pounds on a pair of socks. You must be mad, quite, quite mad. Whatever is the matter with you? It’s not as if you need socks; I bought you six pairs in Marks in April. I mean, if it was a tie, I could understand a bit more; at least that would show. But socks, why socks?’


    Useless to try to explain, James knew. Sitting, head bowed with shame, clutching the socks, symbol of his profligacy and betrayal, he tried to form a coherent sentence about why socks: because they were a luxury, precisely because they didn’t show, because they weren’t functional, because only he knew that they were there on his feet; expensive, smooth, soft, unstretched from being used as Christmas stockings. That was why socks.


    Later that night, in bed, she was remorseful. ‘I’m sorry that I got so cross, darling,’ she said. ‘Of course if you think you need some socks, then you should buy them. I don’t suppose you realised how expensive they were. I’ll get you some more tomorrow in Marks, I’ve got to get Emma some tights, and maybe you could change those for a tie or something.’


    ‘No, it’s all right, I really don’t need any,’ said James with a sigh, turning over and deliberately choosing not to notice that she was unbuttoning her nightie, even though it wasn’t scheduled for another two nights at least. ‘I’m sorry too, but anyway, I couldn’t change them for a tie, that would cost at least thirty-five pounds. Good night.’ And as he lay awake in the dark, he drew some shreds of comfort from the fact that he knew exactly how much ties from Paul Smith cost, while Anne hadn’t the faintest idea.


    After that, he kept all his trophies in the office.


    Time passed. The summer holidays (camping in France) came and went, as did Hallowe’en (trick-or-treating with the children) and Guy Fawkes (bonfire in their garden this year, with sausages, tomato soup and mulled wine for all the neighbours), and Christmas began to be heard in the distance.


    Anne made endless puddings, cakes and sausage rolls (‘for the freezer’, she explained, as if it was some kind of huge, hungry animal), sewed for the nativity play and planned carol singing; James worried about paying for it all, wondered whether his mother would actually come to blows with Anne’s this year, and received an invitation to a Christmas party at one of the galleries where he had become something of a regular and had actually bought a couple of prints (hanging rather incongruously on his office wall, alongside his charts on pension schemes and his department’s annual holiday rota).


    He saw the Glimpses swimming suddenly and triumphantly into focus, accepted promptly, and then spent many hours worrying about what to wear; the socks, of course, would be ideal and needed an outing, but something more was needed. Nothing he possessed would be remotely suitable; his smartest suit was outmoded all over by inches, his jeans were over-washed and his casuals only just all right for family Sundays. Finally, feeling rather sick, he took his Barclaycard to Simpsons and bought a light wool beige and brown jacket and some beautifully cut, slightly baggy beige trousers, then, feeling even sicker, a pale blue, faintly patterned silk shirt. It all cost him considerably more than the total allowance he gave Anne to clothe the children for the winter.


    Looking at himself in the clothes, though, it was worth the sickening guilt. In the mirror stood not the James he knew – solid, reliable chap, faithful husband, selfless father – but someone else altogether. Smooth, handsome even, possibly unreliable, probably unfaithful and certainly selfish; a person, in fact, from the Glimpses.


    He gazed and gazed, enraptured with himself, like an adolescent girl going to a party; then finally, and reluctantly, having taken the clothes off but with some of his new selfishness and style still hung about him, he went to Russell & Bromley and bought a pair of hugely expensive soft leather loafers. He had thought his brogues would possibly do, but they were a sorry piece of sacrilege beneath the trousers, betraying his homely roots; and besides, he felt he owed it to the socks to cover them with class.


    Where to keep it all, though? His small pen of an office was clearly unsafe – all he had was a coat hook behind the door – and home was hopeless. Finally, in a flurry of inspiration, he thought of the left-luggage office at Paddington station. He bought a cheap suitcase (totally unworthy of its precious contents, but it couldn’t be helped) and deposited the lot. He had not the faintest idea what he could do with them later; he didn’t even think about it. He had an appointment with Destiny at the party, he felt, and Destiny could surely take care of a few articles of clothing.


    ‘I’ll be late tonight, darling,’ he said to Anne at breakfast on the morning of the party. ‘Sales department booze-up. Don’t worry about me, just go to bed.’


    ‘But Jamie,’ said Anne plaintively, ‘you know I’ve got a rehearsal for the carol concert, and Sue can only stay till eight and I told her you’d relieve her then. I know I went through it all with you – Cressida, don’t put egg in your pocket. Can’t you possibly get out of it, or at least come home early?’


    ‘Sorry, no,’ said James, amazed at his own firmness, and fixing his mind firmly on the suitcase at Paddington and its contents to lend him further courage. ‘No, I can’t. Dominic, stop that at once, I don’t want your Ribena. You’ll just have to get someone else to babysit for you, Anne, I’m afraid; I’m sorry.’


    ‘But it’s not for me, it’s for us,’ said Anne, looking at him in astonishment at this piece of heresy. ‘They’re your children as well, not just mine.’


    ‘True,’ said James, picking up his briefcase and the paper, ‘but it’s your carol concert. Bye, darling.’


    Anne watched him going down the path and then started clearing up very slowly. He hadn’t been the same since she had found the socks.


    The clothes were a bit creased when he got them out of the suitcase, but there was nothing he could do about that. He hung them up rather boldly behind his office door and hoped they would look better by six o’clock. They did.


    He had his hair cut rather expensively at lunchtime, feeling that at this stage there was no point leaving the icing off the cake – or rather too much on it; he promised Anne mentally as he paid the outrageous bill that he would go without lunch for two months to make up for it.


    He waited until most people had gone home, changed in the men’s cloakroom, put his work clothes in the suitcase and took it back to the station. Then he took a taxi down to Sloane Street.
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