

[image: ]






Nina Bell has written for most national newspapers and magazines, and has also written a number of radio plays, broadcast on Radio 4. She is also the author of The Inheritance, a novel about three sisters coming to terms with their father’s will. Nina lives in Kent with her husband David and two teenage children.




Also by Nina Bell

 



The Inheritance




 
 
 

 
Sisters-in-Law

 

 
NINA BELL

 
 
Hachette Digital

www.littlebrown.co.uk




 
Published by Hachette Digital 2009

 
Copyright © 2009 Nina Bell

 



 
The moral right of the author has been asserted.

 



 
All rights reserved.

 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

 



 
All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


 



 
A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

 



eISBN : 978 0 7481 1213 5

 



 
This ebook produced by JOUVE, FRANCE

 



 
Hachette Digital
An imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
100 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DY

 
An Hachette Livre UK Company




To Lizzie Iron




Prologue

‘I’ve always wondered if Sasha saw a happy family,’ said Kate, ‘and couldn’t resist tearing it apart, or whether the cracks had been there all along, just waiting for someone destructive - or damaged - to work her fingernails into them. But when I first saw the three of you - the three Fox men - and her, I had this image of her choosing one of you to run off with. But I told myself it could never happen . . .’

‘And then it did,’ interrupted Olivia.




PART ONE

Two Years Earlier




Chapter 1

Kate Fox and Jonny Rafferty were late getting Sunday lunch ready. This often happened because they tried to crowd too much into their days.

‘We should have done this weeks ago,’ said Jonny, hefting his tool box up from the tiny cellar tucked under their narrow Victorian terraced house. ‘People will be here in a minute.’

‘We’ve got about an hour. We can get these hung in that time.’ Kate unwrapped a series of family photographs, each in an identical matt black frame with a huge cream mount, transforming the image from a happy memory into a work of art. They had just finished having a modern kitchen extension built, and instead of the jumbled, friendly collage of colourful snapshots she’d crammed into frames or pinned up on the noticeboard in the old kitchen, she’d decided - no, they’d decided, because she and Jonny discussed everything - that it would be nice to choose one or two really beautiful photographs of each family member and frame them dramatically on the new white walls.

But they were all due round for lunch at any moment and the photographs lay on the floor, in their packaging, the ‘washed and ready to eat’ salad was in bags in the fridge and the rice was still in its packet, although at least there was a hunk of meat, marinated in Turkish spices, roasting in the oven.

‘We couldn’t do it any earlier, we had that awards ceremony, three parties, two parents’ evenings at school, the Lovelace Conservation Committee meeting and we both had deadlines at  work.’ Kate handed Jonny the first photograph, a deliciously retro black-and-white image of her mother and father, Ella and Michael Fox, as bride and groom circa 1966. Under her pillbox hat and above his kipper tie their faces looked unrecognisably young and innocent. ‘Let’s start with this one in the middle, shall we?’

The earliest photos were the easiest - a studio shot of Kate and her brothers Simon and Jack, aged five, seven and three, respectively, with gap-toothed smiles, and another on Jonny’s side, of him and his sister squinting into the sun with buckets and spades. Kate had tried to exclude anything that resembled a traditional family photo, rejecting the garish colours and muddled composition of everyone crammed on to a sofa in their Sunday best, with unrealistically neat hair and bright smiles. She wanted simple backgrounds and casual clothes, pictures that really gave an impression of the person behind the image, like the head-and-shoulders portrait of her mother, Ella, her chin jutting out in determination, her sharp eyes seeing everything. Well, almost everything.

She’d found a good one of her father, in his late forties, with a wry smile on his face, urging them on to be the best they could be, encouraging them all every inch of the way, taking their childish worries seriously and sorting out their scraps and bickering.

Until a drunk driver on the A3 wiped him out of their lives overnight when Kate was fifteen. He had been on his way home after working late, as personnel director of an industrial components firm.

After that, the sunny childhood had become muddled and grey. They moved to a smaller house, with a back yard instead of lawns and three bedrooms instead of five, in a less ‘nice’ area. While Si won a scholarship to finish his A levels at the private school all three had attended, Kate and Jack had to leave, and found themselves in the school none of their friends wanted to go to. For Kate it was easier - she was starting her A levels and, higher up the school, the rebellious element had left - but, Jack, aged thirteen, had to prove that he wasn’t a ‘toff’ and he learned to prove it with his fists. Ella, who had always been at home, checking their homework and cooking meals, had to go out to work, and the heart went out of the household. Kate cooked the boys fish fingers  or sausages and beans. Simon became ‘the man of the family’ at seventeen. Jack, the youngest, became loud and scrappy in the school playground and was suspended three times. Kate and Si persuaded him to clean up his act, and managed to cover up a certain amount of his bad behaviour. The three of them made it work. That’s what their father would have wanted. To keep the worries away from their mother. They tested each other at exam time, supported each other over boyfriends and girlfriends, and tried not to think about their father.

Si got into Oxford and became embarrassed about coming from the suburbs, then married Olivia, his long-term university girlfriend, a few years later. Kate, whose exam results were less stellar, went to London after leaving school, to become a radio journalist. Jack grew up and dropped the bad boy act, joining the army. Eventually Ella bought a tiny cottage in Thorpe Wenham, a picture-perfect Oxfordshire village. She had done her job. The family was launched. And so well. Everyone said so.

Kate took another photo out of its bubble wrap. It was a beautiful one of Si and Olivia at their wedding reception at St James’s Palace - she was, according to Ella, who was impressed by these things, ‘terribly well connected’. Si was the taller of the two Fox brothers, and his hair was darker than Kate and Jack’s mousey blond. Kate teased Si that he should put ‘dark mouse’ under ‘hair colour’; Jack joked that he should just write ‘rat’. Olivia was tall too, and gangling, a string bean in a frothing meringue of a dress, with a generous mouth and long chestnut hair.

Then the photo of Jack and Heather: Jack was stockier than Si and tawny in colouring. Heather was strawberry blonde and tiny, like a very pretty pixie. She had a hesitant gaze, dimples and wrists so slender that they looked as if they might snap. She married in a slim silk sheath with a twist of flowers in her hair - the photo showed her peering nervously up at Jack’s fellow officers as they crossed swords above the couple in a guard of honour as she and Jack left the church.

Kate and Jonny had chosen three photographs of their sons, Luke and Callum, from a serious-faced Callum with baby Luke in his arms to a pair of cheeky boys grinning at the camera to the one taken last year of them sitting back-to-back in white T-shirts  and frayed jeans, with Callum’s spider-long legs and arms twice the length of his brother’s more rounded limbs. Luke and Callum had Jonny’s blond wavy hair and penetrating blue eyes, combined with the Fox jaw. Luke was ten. Kate still ferried him to and from school, and knew all his friends, while Callum, empowered by going to secondary school, ambled off on his own, taking a bus, and the names he referred to at the end of the day were unfamiliar to her. He often begged Kate to walk on the other side of the road from him if they were anywhere near school, because she was so ‘embarrassing’.

‘Should we put the boys’ pictures in some kind of age order?’ she asked, ‘or just dot them around wherever?’

Jonny, who as a television director had a strong visual sense, spent a few minutes experimenting, then tacked them up in exactly the right place. Kate kissed him.

‘And now,’ he shot a teasing look, ‘we’ve actually got some representation of my family to go up. I didn’t think you were going to allow them on the wall.’

‘Of course I am. Don’t be ridiculous. It’s you who barely keeps in touch with your sister. It’s none of my business if you don’t.’ But it had been with secret reluctance that she’d rummaged through his photographs, although she’d found a wonderfully nostalgic-looking photograph of Jonny’s parents, both now dead, looking rather like the Duke and Duchess of Windsor and another she quite liked of Jonny’s sister, Virginia, as one of the ‘girls in pearls’ in the front of Country Life when she got engaged to Angus. Such photos did look great in huge frames, even if she wasn’t terribly fond of the people in them.

But the most difficult task had been to find the right photographs of herself and Jonny. There was an arty shot of the whole family tangled round a ladder, all with bare feet (no conventional line-ups for the Fox-Rafferty household), and a heavenly close-up of Jonny outdoors, with his lazy, beach-bum smile and creased blue eyes.

When she’d first met him - she’d interviewed him as the hot new director of a cult documentary series - the first thing she’d noticed was a pair of tanned and muscular legs emerging from shorts. In November. And she’d thought that any man who smiled like that instead of speaking and had hair down to his shoulders  might well be both stupid and vain. He’s got a lot of women after him, she thought - accurately, as it turned out. He needn’t think I’m going to be one of them.

But she soon discovered that he used his smile to give himself time to think, and that, far from being vain, his hair was long because he could only be bothered to have it cut once a year, when he would have it virtually shaved off. And those shorts had been the first thing that came to hand when he’d opened the wardrobe that morning.

He was certainly a man who needed looking after. Kate had risen to the challenge, but had made it clear that she wasn’t going to pander to his every whim like all the Jennys, Janes, Jamilas and Janelles that seemed to clog up his answering machine. The relationship would be on her terms, and if he didn’t like it, he knew where the door was. If he wanted someone adoring, or even a histrionic diva, he could go and find one.

So far, he hadn’t. She thought of the first time she’d ‘accidentally’ left her make-up at his flat. He hadn’t said anything, so she left a pair of jeans, then some shoes, kicked under the bed so they could seem to be there by mistake. Over the next few weeks, her possessions crept into his place under their own volition, like guerrilla fighters sneaking over the border, and draped themselves over bits of furniture, challenging the now invisible Jenny, Jane, Jamila and Janelle, until he suggested that she have a drawer and a corner of the wardrobe.

She’d seen that drawer as an interesting sign that they might have some sort of a future together, and that, for the time being, the Js were in retreat. So she brought out the big guns, inflicting damage invisible to the naked male: two little dark smudges on the corner of a towel to signify ‘mascara-wearer was here’ or flowers in a vase. Men never put flowers into vases. Women knew that.

There was no answering fire: no single earrings on the floor near the bed or discarded female razors in the bathroom waste-paper basket.

Her first pregnancy had been an accident - she had been quite frightened by its suddenness, barely a year after they’d first met - but Jonny seemed unfazed, and they’d decided to buy a place together. 19 Lovelace Road.

So here they were. But she couldn’t quite identify a photograph that said ‘this is us’. They’d never married - they’d talked about it, but somehow there’d never been the time or the money. Throughout her twenties, Kate had come away from weddings storing away little details that she liked or making mental notes as to what had been wrong. Your wedding day was the most important day of your life, and she didn’t want to do it until she was ready to do it perfectly. And not, of course, until she was down to a size ten. And Jonny agreed. Or rather, he didn’t really seem to care.

Men didn’t. Thinking about this, Kate suppressed a very faint worm of unease. Very few people got married these days. There was no point. It was absurd to abide by old-fashioned conventions. It just meant there were no photographs. And none of the pictures of him looking cool and her in a big, unfortunate hat at various friends’ weddings would do. There were several photos of them on holidays, but Kate thought she looked like a fat, white slug next to the tanned, relaxed Jonny. In the end, she’d discarded the beach-bum shot because there was no equivalent one of her, and decided to frame a stylish photograph of him taken for a media magazine after he’d won an award for one of his series, and one of herself in the kitchen at 19 Lovelace Road taken when she’d been interviewed by a woman’s magazine about one of her programmes. Both had the right kind of relaxed, cool seriousness and were well composed.

It was only when they were up that she realised that she and Jonny were not only in separate photos but they seemed to have defined themselves purely in terms of their work. She shot a look at him. Had he noticed?

‘That looks great,’ he said, looking at his watch. ‘So who’s coming?’ He put away the tool box and moved over to the wine rack, recently installed in the sleek new kitchen. ‘Do you think we’ll need more red wine or mainly white?’

Kate whisked a bag of carrots out of the fridge and began to grate furiously, a new Middle-Eastern cookbook propped up in front of her. ‘Olivia and Si. Olivia drinks white, but don’t forget that she hates Chardonnay, and Si likes really good reds. Don’t give him any rubbish, you know what he’s like, he’ll get pompous.  Heather barely drinks . . .’ Kate put down the grater. ‘I get the impression that her parents might have been teetotallers or something, maybe a big ban on wicked alcohol in the house when she was growing up, what do you think?’

Jonny shrugged. ‘She’s never mentioned any of her family to me.’

‘Don’t you think that’s odd?’

‘I think we need to get on with sorting out lunch.’

‘Oh, OK.’ But Kate frowned slightly as she picked up another carrot. ‘Jack, of course, knocks back anything, and the children will stick to orange juice. Mumma likes sherry. Oh, and I’ve invited Sasha Morton. That woman I met at the drinks on Thursday. She’s the daughter of the painter Roderick Morton, so she could be quite interesting. She’s going through some hideous divorce and is on her own this weekend, so I felt sorry for her.’ Kate flicked hair out of her eye. Her arm ached and there were still seven carrots to go. ‘And she’s trying to get into “the media”.’ She put down the carrot and wiggled her fingers to indicate quote marks. ‘She said she’d love some advice. She seems really nice.’

‘Just don’t put me next to her.’ Jonny’s voice came from the fridge, where he was having difficulty finding space for a few extra bottles of white wine. ‘The weekends are my time off, and I don’t want to have to give the ten reasons why it is almost impossible to get into TV.’

‘Me too. But to be fair,’ said Kate, who was always trying to be a better person, and rather guiltily feeling that she’d failed, ‘I thought she was rather interesting. And her ex-husband sounds awful.’

Jonny rolled his eyes. ‘You never stop, Kate, do you?’

‘What do you mean? I’m just trying to be nice. If you walked out, you wouldn’t want people to leave me on my own all weekend. ’

‘If I walk out, it’ll be because you invite people round the whole time.’ He began opening the red wine, shaking his head in mock despair.

 



The doorbell rang twenty minutes later. Ella was always the first to arrive.

‘The traffic was terrible.’ She handed over the pudding that she’d made as her contribution to lunch, plus a bunch of daffodils from the garden. ‘Really awful. I think I’m going to have to stop driving. I’m getting far too old. I’m seventy this year, you know.’ She delivered these lines in crisp tones.

‘Oh, no. Seventy is nothing nowadays. Just the right age for trekking in the Himalayas or taking up parachuting.’ Kate was disconcerted by Ella’s admission of frailty. She wanted Ella to go on exactly as she was, the mainstay of the Thorpe Wenham allotments, a demon bridge player and, twice a week, a volunteer at the charity shop.

Luke came racing up to kiss his grandmother, and her face softened at the sight of him.

‘Come and see the new extension.’ He took her hand and pulled her towards the back of the house.

Ella nodded, conveying approval. ‘I love the light. And it’s so big. But wasn’t it very expensive?’

‘Oh, not really.’ Kate knew the question of how much they’d spent would be a hot topic amongst the family for weeks to come, with lines being drawn and sides being taken. She would be labelled extravagant. Quite unfairly. This was an investment. She avoided the question. Ella settled herself on one of the huge dark sofas, and accepted a sherry from Jonny. ‘Tell me who’s coming.’

‘Everyone. Si and Olivia, and Jack and Heather with the girls, and someone I met last week called Sasha Morton. She’s the daughter of the painter Roderick Morton. She’s getting divorced, and doesn’t have her children this weekend, so she’s a bit lonely.’

Ella frowned. ‘I thought we would just be family. It’s not a good idea to invite divorced women round, you know.’ She indicated the stairs. Jonny had disappeared with Luke, to check something on the computer. ‘I mean suppose he fancies her? You’re not married, you know.’

Why were mothers so infuriating? ‘Mumma, that has absolutely  nothing to do with anything, and the reason why Jonny stays with me isn’t about a meaningless piece of paper, but because he knows that we’re both free agents.’ She picked up the carrot she was about to grate, held it as if it were a microphone, and tried to sing. ‘He knows my door is always open and the sleeping bag . . .’ She  couldn’t quite catch the tune. Or the words, for that matter. Ella looked perplexed.

‘What are you doing?’ Jonny came back into the room.

‘Karaoke with the carrot.’ Kate began grating again. ‘Trying to remember that song that says how your sleeping bag stays rolled up behind the sofa because the door is always open. “Ever Gentle On My Mind”, that’s it. That’s what I am, Mumma.’

‘Kate, you’re many things when you’re on my mind,’ said Jonny, ‘but ever gentle is not one of them.’

‘You never could sing.’ Ella was thoroughly disapproving. ‘Si and Jack both have lovely voices, but you always sounded like a frog trying to get through a grating.’

Kate giggled. ‘Mumma thinks this new friend of mine might be after you, Jonny, because she’s a divorcee, and therefore, by definition, must be looking for a man. I was saying “so what?”’

Ella’s cheeks went pink. She firmly believed in keeping secrets from men. And any kind of female machination. Then she raised her chin towards Jonny. ‘Well, she might be after Jack, he’s got no sense, or Si, because anyone who works that hard is bound to have an affair at some point.’

‘It sounds like fun.’ Jonny laughed, leaning against the chunky black granite ‘island’ they’d installed in the middle of the room. ‘But as Si and Jack are so busy, shouldn’t we worry more about Olivia and Heather - they’re obviously on their own so much?’

‘Don’t try to tie me in knots, you know what I mean.’

‘I look forward to being fought over,’ said Jonny. ‘Bags I, in fact. Jack doesn’t deserve it, and Si only thinks about money anyway.’

‘Dream on,’ said Kate, squeezing lemon over the carrots and adding caraway seeds. ‘She can have you if she wants you. Which she won’t unless you shave before they all arrive, you look as if you’ve slept on a park bench.’

Jonny saluted and went upstairs.

‘Anyway,’ said Kate, feeling guilty about teasing her mother, ‘I don’t believe that someone can just walk in and destroy a good relationship. There’d have to be something wrong to start with, so she won’t get far with any of us. I mean, both Si and Olivia and Heather and Jack are really strong together. Don’t you think? In their different ways?’

Ella regarded her steadily over the rim of the glass with a knowing expression. She was not going to be persuaded. ‘Where’s Callum?’ she said, changing the subject. ‘And isn’t that the doorbell?’

 



‘I hope we’re not late,’ said Heather, edging in the door nervously, kissing Kate, hugging Luke, and proffering a large flat box, slightly dented. ‘Sorry, Molly sat on the apple tart. It’s a bit squashed. Sorry. Sorry.’

Heather’s constant churning anxiety made Kate want to shake her. She was beautiful, bright, slim and nice - why did she have to apologise for herself the whole time? ‘Don’t worry, Heather, it’s fine. Callum . . .’ she called upstairs, ‘everyone’s here.’ An indistinct snarl from the top floor indicated that Callum had heard.

‘Molly sat on the tart!’ shrieked ten-year-old Daisy, as she was towed in the door by Travis, their chocolate labrador. 19 Lovelace Road’s long, narrow hall had little space for enthusiastic labradors. He barrelled past Kate, almost knocking her down, dragging Daisy behind him as a motorboat tows its water-skier. ‘The tart was on the seat and she just didn’t look. She sat right down on top of it!’ Almost everything Daisy said had exclamation marks.

‘It wasn’t my fault.’ Twelve-year-old Molly followed, the image of her pale, slender, strawberry-blonde mother. ‘It’s not very sensible to put a tart on a seat, is it?’

‘Well, where else you would you put it? Not on the floor,’ said Jack, coming in last with his arms full of bottles of wine and a jar of Heather’s home-made marmalade, which he pressed on Kate. ‘Can you pump up the apples somehow?’

Kate kissed him. ‘I’m sure I can do something with it. How lovely. I adore Heather’s marmalade.’ She expected this sort of thing from Jack. He was the family hero - he was in military intelligence, which he self-deprecatingly referred to as ‘a contradiction in terms’, completely at home with obscure snippets of information from tribal elders in terrorist-infiltrated villages, but vague about domestic matters. How he had managed to persuade the immensely competent Heather to agree to marry him was a mystery to them all, but it proved that he did have some sense, as Heather was, everyone agreed, the perfect wife. They had lived in a series of army quarters, which varied from depressing 1960s boxes on windy  estates to the current rather pleasant - even lavish - 1930s colonel’s quarters in Halstead Hill, just inside the M25 in Surrey. Their various houses were usually too small - or too far away - for full family gatherings, and Kate’s other sister-in-law, Simon’s wife Olivia, hated cooking and was too busy ‘sorting out the world’ as the family legend had it. So family celebrations were usually directed by Kate and centred round 19 Lovelace Road.

‘Oh, wow!’ Heather stopped. ‘This is amazing, Kate. What a transformation.’

‘How much do you think it cost, Heather?’ asked Ella. ‘Kate never tells me anything.’

Heather paled. She always seemed terrified of Ella. ‘Oh, I . . .’

The new extension stretched out before them, all thirty feet of it, with its width spanning the entire twenty feet of 19 Lovelace Road’s plot. There were lantern-windows in the flat roof and a full wall of glass ahead of them, flooding the room with light, and, along one side, a steel double fridge, range and line of units. Daisy and Molly rushed round the chunky island unit in the middle, shrieking. Their voices bounced off the hard surfaces.

‘It’s amazing,’ repeated Heather. ‘And, oh, look the photographs. Aren’t they lovely? You’re so clever.’

‘Are you sure we’re not too grubby and stained to be allowed in?’ asked Jack. ‘Now I can see all sorts of things I would never have noticed before. Like your roots.’ He grinned at his sister with brotherly venom.

Kate blushed. ‘I haven’t had time to have my roots done,’ she said. ‘Or the money. We went over budget.’

‘So it was very expensive,’ confirmed Ella, with triumph in her voice. ‘I thought so. Now where is Callum?’

‘Have a drink. We’ve got some elderflower cordial and there’s masses of wine.’

Jonny kissed Heather and shook hands with Jack. ‘What can I get you?’

‘Mm. This is a smart bottle of red, Jonny,’ said Jack. ‘Have you won the Lottery?’

‘Jonny, this is lovely,’ said Heather, accepting her glass of elderflower cordial, and looking round again. ‘You must have added so much space to the house.’

‘Not to mention the space you must have added to your bank account,’ added Jack.

‘I would like to see my other grandson,’ declared Ella. ‘I’ve been here for half an hour and there’s been no trace of Callum.’

‘Callum!’ Kate screamed up the stairs. ‘Granny’s here. And everyone else.’

Callum slouched down around ten minutes later.

‘You look terrible, darling,’ said Ella. ‘Are you getting a cold?’

‘No, Gran, I’m fine.’ He kissed her, glared at Kate, then poured the entire contents of a carton of orange juice down his throat.

‘Goodness,’ said Ella. ‘You must be about to start growing. It’s so important for men to be tall. Now where have you been?’

‘Out.’

‘And what have you been doing?’

‘Nothing.’

Ella smiled indulgently. ‘Jack was exactly the same at his age,’ she said to Heather. ‘Boys will be boys.’




Chapter 2

Olivia knew they were late for the Fox lunch, and that it was her fault as usual. Si, casually dressed in cream chinos, a checked shirt and a well-cut dark blazer, was all ready to go, checking his emails on his BlackBerry with a pile of documents from work on one side of him. Si never wasted time. The Sunday papers, four different lots of them, lay unread in a heap on their long, solid dining-room table. He would work through them this evening.

At first Olivia hadn’t wanted to get out of the bath. She worked hard. Very hard. As a divorce lawyer with a top London firm, she had to keep her mobile on at all times of the day and night. A client had once called her at four in the morning, drunk and weeping. They often called at weekends, lonely and angry. Olivia’s clients were rich enough to expect this to be part of the service.

With only one morning a week to indulge (Saturday always seemed so full of urgent chores), she suddenly resented the necessity of rushing in order to beat the traffic, and knew that she would resent things even more if she didn’t. She dreaded the idea of sitting in a car, edging forward, then stopping, over and over again, as her few precious moments of free time drained away.

She wiggled her toes and added more hot water. They had a huge limestone bathroom, with views over the city skyline, and you could lie and soak while looking at pigeons wheeling round the sky.

Olivia and Si had once owned a terraced house like Kate and Jonny’s, but when it had become clear that they wouldn’t be  having a family, they’d decided to buy a big central flat right on the river. They’d bought it off-plan and it had gone up in value quite amazingly - with its treble-height ceilings and wall-to-wall glass open-plan existence - even when everyone else’s houses were dropping. Of course, Si knew the developer before he became famous. They’d had to get rid of a great deal of their old furniture, jettisoning the reproduction mahogany dining table and friendly, moth-eaten sofas to the auction rooms, and buying large, sweeping blocks of furniture in colours that could not quite be described, but were somewhere indeterminate between grey, charcoal and beige. Olivia had felt that in doing so they’d thrown off the past, or at least the parts of the past that she’d wanted to get rid of.

But, of course, it hadn’t changed the Sunday lunches, intermittent though they were, with the extended Fox family. Mostly Olivia enjoyed these, and she knew that they were a lifeline for Si. It was, she thought, perhaps the only time he really relaxed. He stopped pretending.

No, that wasn’t entirely fair. Si didn’t pretend. Si was just Si, ambitious, dynamic, hard-working and determined to be the best. The scholarship boy from the Home Counties who always wanted to be one step ahead of the rest. He was Finance Director of Rifle & Rod, what had been a sleepy old family firm selling sporting goods. He had been part of the team that had transformed the company into a major premium brand name, the intertwined RR now found on everything from sunglasses to suitcases. Now he was helping to mastermind their current expansion scheme, as RR swallowed up smaller premium companies, gobbling up almost everything that spoke of luxury and exclusivity.

Si wore bespoke suits from Savile Row. Except, of course, he didn’t get them from the West End because he knew the ‘little man’ who worked in Shoreditch - or perhaps it was Hounslow - who actually made the Savile Row suits and he went straight to him. He had his shirts hand-stitched in Hong Kong as he flew through. Even his shoes were made-to-measure, from a cobbler in Clapham, once again the craftsman behind a great name. Si liked to be on the inside track, and he wore his status proudly.

Occasionally Olivia wondered if she, too, had been part of Si’s  acquisition process, the girl from the right background to go with his hand-made shoes. When she met Si she’d felt awkward with men, because she was tall and gawky, with a dowdy, outdated dress sense. Si had showed her how to turn thinness into elegance, and had enjoyed shopping with her, bringing out what she soon discovered was her own innate sense of style. But she had wondered if she was like the companies that he invested in, bound to repay a dividend in the end. Her father had certainly thought so.

‘Never trust the middle classes,’ he’d warned over dinner. ‘They’re too keen on getting on in life. I shall tell him I’m putting all your money in trust. See if he stays keen then.’

But Si’s subsequent interview with her father had gone well. ‘Very wise, sir, it’s certainly what I shall do with our daughters.’

‘And our sons,’ said Olivia when Si reported this conversation to her. ‘Sons and daughters are equal.’

Si kissed her. ‘I narrowly avoided telling the old fart to stuff his inheritance. He obviously thinks I’m marrying you for your money.’

Olivia laughed. ‘Aren’t you?’

‘No, I’m marrying you because you’re beautiful, intelligent, kind, delicious, sexy, clever, my very best friend and I love you to bits. Will that do?’ They kissed again. ‘And speaking of daughters and sons,’ he added, ‘how many do you want?’

‘Loads of each.’ Olivia had snuggled into his arms, secure in his love for her and in their future together.

It had not quite turned out that way. Olivia and Si had buried the pain of childlessness in a deep involvement in their nephews and nieces, and knew that they, in turn, unfettered by the need to impose discipline of any kind, had been awarded the title of favourite aunt and uncle by Molly, Daisy, Callum and Luke. And she genuinely liked both Kate and Heather, although Kate could be a bit bossy and Heather rather too - well, they would have called it ‘wet’ at Olivia’s boisterously expensive private girls’ school. But when you heard about the sisters-in-laws some of her friends had to suffer she knew she was lucky.

But she didn’t want to go to 19 Lovelace Road that Sunday. Eventually, after delaying tactics that included emptying the dishwasher and checking her emails, she gathered up the huge, soft,  very expensive handbag that she’d bought on Friday - full of little treats for the children - and headed down to the underground car park. Simon had brought a chilled magnum of champagne in a cool bag, which he tucked behind the seat, so that they could celebrate.

‘They’ll think we’re having a baby,’ Olivia said, as they did up their seat belts.

‘Don’t be ridiculous, of course they won’t.’ Si’s voice was sharp. ‘They know we’re past all that.’

She was instantly furious, but tried to suppress it. ‘Why should they? People do have babies when they’re forty, you know. And they don’t know about . . .’

‘Not many people. Face it.’ Simon cut across her indignation as they pulled out into the traffic. ‘Let’s just enjoy the day, OK? It’s a celebration. Your celebration.’

‘I wish you’d let me tell them . . .’

Si’s hand tightened on the steering wheel. ‘Olivia, we’ve been over this. Again and again. I’m just not comfortable with it. And it is my secret to keep, don’t you think?’

‘But they think it’s my fault.’ Sometimes she hated Si for being so traditional.

‘No, they don’t,’ he said, patiently. ‘Nobody is talking about “fault”. I think they quite like us not having children, because then we can spoil theirs, and rich, doting aunties and uncles are always appreciated.’

Olivia suspected Si was right. They all had their roles in the family, and everyone was happy with the way it was. But she wanted more time to go over this, to scratch the sore that festered between them, even though she’d seen enough scratching of sores in the divorce courts to make her understand the value of being calm and rational. As she looked out of the window, she indulged in a short fantasy of announcing Si’s problem to the Foxes.

‘We don’t have children because Si fires blanks.’ The gravy, or the garam masala, or the whipped cream - whatever was being passed down the table - would halt in its progress as everyone looked at each other, then Kate would jump in first, with cries of sympathy. Jack would try to defuse the situation with a joke, and Heather would grasp his arm in warning, while Ella would fix  Olivia with a firm gaze and ask someone to tell her what ‘blanks’ were - she hated slang, and always pretended not to understand it. She would then confuse male infertility with impotence, although her razor-sharp brain was quite capable of making the distinction, and refuse to believe it. ‘That sort of thing doesn’t happen in our family.’

Ella would then spend the rest of lunch shooting suspicious little glances at Olivia, while Heather would tentatively suggest acupuncture or fostering. Kate would start talking about a programme she’d made about women and donor sperm, offering to dish out websites and helplines, throwing herself into the problem with vigorous determination, oblivious to the fact that Olivia herself had already found every single website, helpline, leaflet and specialist available, and that Si had, after long, anguished consultations, decided that he couldn’t bring up another man’s child, not even one conceived with something as remote as donor sperm. ‘It wouldn’t be a Fox,’ he said. ‘It would be different.’

‘Nobody would know,’ Olivia had begged.

‘I would know. He or she wouldn’t really be a cousin of Luke and Callum or the girls.’

No, Si was right: telling the Foxes about Si’s infertility would achieve nothing more than a volley of sympathetic telephone calls from Kate, possibly interspersed with requests to talk about it all on the radio, which would go on for several months, until either Jonny calmed her down or some other person in trouble came on to her radar. And the mild distrust with which Ella Fox viewed her daughter-in-law - indeed both her daughters-in-law, in turn - would deepen. Ella had been brought up in an era when nothing - particularly childlessness - could ever be a man’s fault and she would regard Olivia’s words as baseless, rather snide and disloyal. ‘I would have thought better of Olivia,’ she would have said, possibly to Si or Jack, maybe to Kate, even to Heather. Or perhaps to all of them at different times. And someone, thinking that Ella’s attitude was hilarious, would have passed it back, not meaning to hurt, of course . . . Olivia sighed. And as for the strategy of just telling one of them and allowing the news to leak out discreetly - well, she and Si definitely agreed on that. There would be as much fuss and it would be strung out over a longer period, and neither  of them could face the thought of Kate spreading it round the family, her friends, the school run, the PTA, the Lovelace Conservation Area Residents’ Association, the ideas meetings she had with the BBC, and very possibly even the Armenian dry cleaners on the High Road. And neither of them wanted Heather’s pity, either, or her firm belief that being a mother was the only true way for a woman to fulfil herself.

But still. The unfairness of it burned in her. She was sure the Foxes did blame her, deep down, for not giving Si another generation of the family. Her own relations weren’t a problem: her wealthy, distant parents had both died over ten years ago and she had one elder sister, married, with children, living in Hong Kong. Apart from that there were some cousins on her father’s side, with whom they exchanged Christmas cards, and, on her mother’s, one cantankerous bachelor uncle, living in a decaying cottage in rural Kent, who’d made it very clear that he didn’t need nieces or fuss, and that he would prefer to be left alone. So she only had the Foxes to contend with, at Christmas, Easter, Sunday lunches . . .

Olivia sighed again and the car surged forward before coming to a stop at some red lights.

 



A small pair of eyes peered at them through the letterbox. ‘It’s Auntie Olivia,’ squeaked a voice. ‘And Uncle Si.’ They opened the door to them, shrieking in excitement and delight.

Like a pack of elves, Luke, Molly and Daisy tugged Olivia in. While Molly took after Heather, with a delicate oval face, dimples, gooseberry-green eyes and slightly flyaway strawberry blonde hair, the others were all pure Fox: mousy and tousled-haired, with tawny eyes, strong eyebrows and jaws, each cleft with the Fox dimple and a relatively stocky build. The Foxes weren’t tall - Olivia herself was a centimetre taller than Si in her highest heels - but they all had presence. You noticed the Fox family, especially when they were all together.

If she had a baby by donor sperm, it might be like her, tall and chestnut-haired, or it might look completely different from all of them. She thought about Si being reminded, every time they lunched at 19 Lovelace Road, that their child was not genetically his.

She shook the thought out of her head - those battles had been fought years ago, she didn’t quite know why it had suddenly all come into her mind today - then hugged Molly, Daisy and Luke, and worked her way through the grown-ups. Callum, she noticed, had made himself scarce.

‘This is fabulous,’ she said, walking through the narrow Victorian hall to reach the doorway to the extension. ‘It transforms the house.’

‘Doesn’t it?’ Kate sounded excited. ‘Opens it up, and it’s such a flexible space now.’

‘What a great party room.’ Olivia took a glass of white wine from Jonny. ‘And has your relationship survived? I can’t tell you how many of my clients come to me at the end of a house renovation. ’

Kate looked slightly surprised.

‘Oh, not like you,’ added Olivia, keeping her tone jocular. ‘The problems happen when a couple move out to the country and the husband commutes while the wife does up the house. Then, after a year or so of builders going bust, workmen being late and mess everywhere, the husband finds it easier not to come home in the evening—’>

‘Sounds just like Jonny,’ interrupted Kate.

‘I’ve been working late,’ said Jonny, giving Si a glass of wine. ‘Things are difficult in TV at the moment. Nobody’s got any money.’

‘You creative people just aren’t businesslike, no wonder you all have such cash flow problems,’ said Si. ‘Some time I’ll show you how to structure your business properly.’

‘Sorry, go on with your story, Olivia,’ said Kate, giving Si a quelling look. ‘Jonny’s being facetious. And Si, you’re being pompous.’

‘I was only suggesting . . .’ Si began.

But Kate raised her voice over his: ‘Olivia is talking. What happens after the husband starts coming home late?’

‘Oh, the husbands I’m thinking of soon get themselves stashed in a PAT in London, so they don’t come home at all . . .’

‘PAT?’ queried Heather.

‘Pied-à-terre,’ interpreted Kate.

‘Well, anyway, not like you and Jonny at all . . .’ Olivia was beginning to feel uncomfortable. ‘Because you’re not married.’

As soon as she saw the change in Kate’s face she wanted to take the words back. Kate had always insisted that she and Jonny didn’t have time and they didn’t need a piece of paper from the government or the church to cement their lives together, but Olivia suspected that there was some underlying issue. In her opinion, Kate was not as secure as she pretended to be. And that made her sometimes more difficult to deal with.

‘Not that whether anyone’s married or not makes any difference, of course,’ Olivia added, conscious of digging herself into a deeper hole. ‘The difficulties arise from couples having different lifestyles and even different homes, you see, like ninety per cent of my clients who . . .’

‘Sounds good,’ muttered Jonny, with a wink to Heather. ‘Can I have a PAT?’

‘Shh,’ said Kate. ‘Olivia hasn’t finished.’

‘Well, one’s in the PAT and the other’s poring over historic paint charts, then as soon as the last brush-stroke has dried, bingo, one or other of them are in my office talking about adultery.’ Olivia wished she’d never started this particular anecdote. ‘But that’s not relevant here, not at all. Because you were doing it together. And it all looks lovely,’ she added, hastily. ‘A real triumph. Hello, Ella, how are you?’ She kissed her mother-in-law.

‘Olivia, Si does nothing but travel and work these days,’ complained Ella. ‘Can’t you stop him? He’ll have a heart attack if he goes on like this.’

‘No, really, Ella, I’m afraid I can’t. He loves what he does.’

‘Do you think I should ring this Sasha person?’ asked Kate. ‘Find out if something’s happened to her? She might have had a breakdown.’

‘Nervous or mechanical?’ enquired Jack.

‘Either,’ said Kate, punching numbers into her phone. ‘Why don’t you ever take anything seriously?’

 



One o’clock ticked by, then one-thirty, and by two, Kate, on her third glass of wine, began to look harassed. Olivia was beginning to feel slightly tipsy herself.

‘Do you think we should feed the children now?’ suggested Ella. ‘This is so rude of this Sarah person. Why did you invite her, Kate?’

Heather looked anxious. ‘Do you think she might have got lost?’

‘Actually she lives quite near you. I should have suggested you gave her a lift. Never mind. It’s fine. How’s Halstead Hill?’

‘Oh, we really like the house. But Halstead Hill itself isn’t as friendly as our last patch. Ever since the army sold its housing off to a private company, and they then sold some of the surplus homes off to civilians, the nicest patches haven’t been the same.’

‘That’s awful,’ said Kate, dishing food out to noisy children. ‘I wonder if I can make a radio programme about it.’ She was given to saying this about anything.

‘Oh, no, the army wouldn’t like that . . .’

‘And the civilians are dreadful,’ interjected Jack. ‘Badly behaved, sloppy, no taste . . . late night parties . . . even their dogs don’t have any discipline. They crap on the pavements.’

‘Jack!’ reproved Heather. ‘You’re being a stuffy old colonel. And you’re not yet forty.’

‘No, I’m not. I’ve got standards, that’s all, and the civilians haven’t.’

‘But the civilians don’t know they’re civilians, they just think they’re people,’ said Kate. ‘While you know you’re army.’

‘What’s that meant to mean?’ Jack demanded.

‘It means you can’t lump us all in together.’

‘That’s what I think,’ urged Heather. ‘It’s just two families who are a bit . . . well, they give large, noisy barbecues, fill the street with cars, play music late at night and have kids who hang around the streets. And rather a nasty dog who took a chunk out of Travis’s ear. Jack pretends that all civilians are like that.’

‘They are,’ said Jack, not entirely joking.

‘I just find they’re not very friendly,’ added Heather apologetically. ‘They know we move on, and they can’t be bothered. You can see their point of view.’

Olivia could see Callum polishing off another pint of juice. ‘Callum looks positively hungover, don’t you think?’ she murmured to Heather in amusement, as Kate and Ella bent over the  meat, making contradictory assessments of whether it was drying out or not.

‘Surely not?’ Heather’s eyes widened in horror. ‘He’s only fourteen. ’

‘That’s about when they start these days,’ said Olivia.

‘I think that’s dreadful! Do you think one of us should say something to Kate?’ She looked so shocked that Olivia wished she hadn’t said anything.

‘No, no, I’m sure it’s fine.’ Olivia looked at her watch. ‘Ten past two. It really is getting very late for someone to arrive for lunch.’

‘Perhaps something awful’s happened to her,’ suggested Heather.




Chapter 3

The bell rang in two sharp, staccato bursts and was followed by a demanding knock on the door.

‘Whoever that is sounds as if they had the hounds of hell after them,’ said Jack.

‘Don’t answer, children. Let a grown-up do it.’ Heather got up anxiously. She always seemed terrified that something dreadful was about to happen.

‘It’s all right, I’ll go,’ said Kate.

But the girls had already opened the door.

‘It’s someone called Sasha,’ shouted Daisy.

It had better be, thought Kate, who had eaten a whole bowl of crisps. Olivia, who must have been just as hungry, had waved them away, while Heather had nibbled two or three. She got up to welcome the newcomer.

‘I’m so sorry, I can’t tell you, it’s just been the most terrible morning, and you’ve all been waiting . . .’ Sasha said, in low, husky tones. ‘My ex and . . . then I couldn’t get a taxi . . . and it was all . . .’

Kate thought she heard a squeak of sympathy from Heather.

Sasha thrust a bottle of champagne and a rather classy bunch of flowers at her.

‘Oh, how lovely,’ said Kate.

Sasha was dark and petite, with surprisingly deep lines across her forehead and in a deep upside-down ‘V’ from her nose to her mouth. She looked like someone who baked in the sun, smoked  a lot and lived on her nerves. She wasn’t pretty, not exactly, but she had a certain style.

‘Don’t worry, we always eat late on Sundays,’ added Kate. ‘This is my mother, Ella Fox.’

Ella treated Sasha to a steely smile. ‘How do you do?’

‘This is Jonny, my er . . . or did you meet at the party last Thursday? And this is Si and Olivia - Si’s my brother and Olivia is my sister-in-law, and then this is Jack, my roughy-toughy army brother. And Heather, and Daisy and Molly, of course. And these are our sons, Luke. Callum! Say hello to Mrs . . .’

‘Morton,’ said Sasha. ‘But I’m Sasha. Not Mrs anything. Any more. Hello, Callum.’

Callum looked impressed. ‘Hi,’ he muttered and edged out of the room.

Olivia and Ella sat down and Heather went to sort out a query from the girls, leaving Jonny, Si and Jack standing in a row and giving Kate the brief image of a line-up, as if Sasha might make a choice between them. Would she go for blond, intense Jonny, with his rimless glasses, creased linen trousers and air of an intellectual surfer? Jonny’s looks, someone had once said, were only just at the cool end of English eccentric.

Jack, whose broad shoulders and muscular stance almost amounted to a swagger, kissed Sasha. He always kissed women he’d just met, it made them blush. Might Sasha be the type who falls for an action man? Or maybe Si, a little darker and taller than his brother, and every inch the successful executive on his day off, all his clothes perfectly chosen and beautifully cut, coming smoothly forward to welcome Sasha into the room?

Kate shook the image out of her head. Ella’s old-fashioned ideas were clearly getting to her. Sasha was, potentially, a new friend. Seeing her again, in bright sunlight rather than the deceptive twilight of a drinks party, she thought Sasha’s body language was confident but her eyes were frightened. She needed a helping hand, badly, thought Kate.

Kate told herself to stop fantasising and set about introducing her properly.

‘Sasha actually lives quite close to you and Jack, Heather,’ she said, as Heather came back into the room again.

‘Oh, really, where?’ Heather looked alarmed at being drawn into the conversation.

‘Richmond,’ said Sasha. ‘But I’m being thrown out of my home by my ex-husband so I’m looking at new areas. What’s it like here?’

‘Oh, it’s going up,’ said Kate, as Heather continued to seem mutely terrified of the new arrival. ‘Definitely. But still affordable. Even here in the conservation area. That’s Lovelace Road, Lovelace Square, Lovelace Crescent (where the grandest houses are, we can only aspire to those) and Lovelace Gardens, a massive twenties apartment block which is listed, and there are two little linking Victorian terraced streets called Love Street and Lace Street.’

‘Is the shopping good?’

‘Well, there’s the High Road.’ Kate paused, as this had failed to ‘come up’ with the area. It was a ribbon of sari shops, dry cleaners and betting establishments, along with the shambolic Lo-Pryce supermarket and a remarkably empty off-licence. The Lovelace Conservation area was bordered to the south and west by industrial units and graffiti-covered tower blocks, so few people even knew where it was.

‘It’s a wonderful friendly place,’ she reiterated, casting around for another way to get the conversation going. ‘Olivia’s a divorce lawyer,’ she said, as Olivia looked up from a conversation about compost with Ella. ‘Sasha’s in the middle of an awful divorce.’

For a moment, both Olivia and Sasha looked perplexed as to how they could take this topic further.

‘Don’t worry, I won’t ask you for any tips,’ murmured Sasha.

Olivia smiled politely.

‘Shall we eat?’ suggested Kate.

Si told everybody Olivia’s news when they were all seated and the fuss of passing plates down the table was over.

‘I’d like everyone to raise their glasses to Olivia,’ he said, looking at her. ‘Tell them, darling.’

Every face turned towards her, expectantly, and the pride in his voice almost brought a sob to Kate’s throat.

‘Oh, well, really, it’s not that exciting . . .’ Olivia looked down at her plate.

‘She’s only been made an equity partner at Campbell Carter,’ interjected Si.

There was a chorus of congratulations. Opposite her, Jonny raised his glass and met her eyes. ‘Well done,’ he said. ‘That’s quite a triumph.’

‘Oh, no,’ she replied. ‘There are lots of senior women solicitors now.’

‘Will you earn more?’ asked Ella, with her usual directness. She always asked the questions that no one else dared to.

‘It means I get a share of the profits,’ said Olivia. ‘And, of course, of the losses.’

‘Losses! That’ll be the day. I’ve worked out that she’ll be earning about twice as much as I do,’ said Si.

‘And that’s saying something,’ said Jack to Sasha. ‘He’s the original bloated capitalist, can’t you see?’ Si, with his city lifestyle, was less rugged-looking than Jack, and his brother never let him forget it. ‘My brother went to Oxford, unlike the rest of us,’ Jack added to Sasha, with a touch of malice. ‘He fell in with the Brideshead crowd, and suddenly we weren’t good enough any more.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Jack,’ snorted Si.

There was a brief silence after that as everybody looked at each other. Kate was used to her brothers taunting each other, although sometimes she thought that the knife went in a little too deep. But it was true, Si had won a scholarship to Oxford and had either sought out or fallen in with a group consisting, apart from himself, of those whose families had estates of at least a hundred thousand acres. Ever since then he’d pretended to a grandeur that the last family home - the little three-bedroom semi in Surrey - couldn’t justify. Now Olivia might be earning more than he did. Si was not only the eldest brother, the ‘head’ of the family and the person everybody looked up to but also acknowledged as the top earner in the family. Was earning the most money part of being Si?

She caught his eye, and he gave her a quick smile, reassuring her that nothing had changed within the family. He was genuinely delighted at his wife’s success. ‘I’m looking forward to being a kept man,’ he chortled. And he looked at Olivia again, and Kate saw a message of love pass between them.

‘What about you, Sasha? What do you do?’ demanded Ella.

‘Well, I’ve got a daughter and a son,’ explained Sasha. ‘Tom and Grace. So I’ve been at home looking after them since they were born, really. I know it’s rather old-fashioned of me, but . . .’

Kate wondered if Ella would be mollified. She disapproved of Kate working.

‘The children are with their father today.’ She smiled bravely at them all.

‘So, er, have you been divorced long?’ As a freelance radio producer, Kate was always on the lookout for subjects for new programmes. She worked from the box room at the top of the house, where two computers and a bank of mixing equipment constituted a ‘studio’, and she survived by pitching ideas to the BBC, along with a few others, such as the Open University or the British Council. But finding genuinely new ideas and angles that they were prepared to commission was very difficult. She hadn’t ‘done’ divorce for ages. Could Sasha offer a new angle?’

But no. ‘It’s all very predictable, I’m afraid,’ said Sasha. ‘He ran off with his younger, prettier, less harassed secretary while I was looking after the children. Grace, our daughter, was very ill for a while so I . . .’ her voice trailed off and the lines deepened.

‘That’s awful!’ Kate’s vision was temporarily blurred by the terror of either Luke or Callum being very ill, before she switched into her usual mode of wondering whether there was a programme in linking childhood illness to the divorce of the parents. ‘What did she have?’

‘Leukaemia.’

Kate was shocked out of any thought of radio programmes. ‘That’s terrible. Is she . . .?’

Sasha nodded. ‘All clear. Although, of course, you always worry . . . anyway, I was spending most of my nights sleeping at the hospital, and, of course, that left the coast free for my ex-husband to wine and dine his personal assistant. While the cat’s away, you know.’

‘How awful.’ Kate was horrified. ‘But what about Tom?’ she remembered, with the automatic reflex of a working mother. ‘Your son. Where was he?’

She saw a flicker of something in Sasha’s eyes, just for a moment, and she inhaled deeply. ‘Tom,’ she shrugged, as if he were irrelevant. ‘Oh, Tom stayed at my mother’s. Anyway, I’ll have  to go back to work myself soon. My husband is shafting me for every penny he can get. There’s no way I’ll be able to buy anything for me and the children anywhere near their school. Which is what matters. That’s where their friends are.’

Kate felt sorry for her and, not for the first time that lunch, looked round at the big white room with satisfaction. 19 Lovelace Road was now perfect, with its two large, light rooms on each of its four floors and now this big family room on the back. While it wasn’t one of the biggest or grandest houses in the area, it had a welcoming elegance and was usually filled with the warm, fragrant smell of good cooking.

‘So,’ she said, ‘I gather you’re interested in getting into the media. What did you do before?’

‘Oh, I . . . well, I used to be an accountant. I thought I’d like to do something more creative. I thought I might become a novelist, perhaps, or maybe a journalist. But for something decent, not a tabloid rag or a crappy women’s magazine. Of course.’

‘Well, radio is a very difficult area to make a living from.’ Kate launched herself in. ‘You see there’s either the BBC and that’s very difficult to get into as a trainee, particularly if you’re, er, well, not just recently out of university. And there’s—’

A family hubbub broke out around them, as everyone got on with their food and the children started teasing each other.

‘—there’s the independent sector,’ Kate continued over the noise, ‘which is competing for a tiny number of slots, because the BBC have to find work for all their internal departments first, regardless of whether the ideas coming from outside are better. I spend half my time making programmes and the other half the time fighting for commissions, and—’

‘Maybe it would be better to try television, in that case,’ Sasha cut in. ‘Would Jonny mind giving me some advice? Or Si? Is he in the media, too?’

‘No, he’s an accountant, actually, like you, but he works as Finance Director for a big luxury goods company. You know - Rifle & Rod?’ Kate always liked telling people what Si did. Rifle & Rod was a stunningly successful combination of old money and contemporary fashion.

Sasha looked impressed. ‘How great.’ She looked around, then  dropped her voice. ‘Haven’t Si and Olivia got children? I don’t see them here. Or are they with their exes or something?’

Kate smiled. ‘Oh, there are no exes in their lives. Olivia and Si have been together forever,’ she continued. ‘They were first boyfriend and girlfriend at university. They’ve been together for over twenty years. And,’ she dropped her voice, ‘they haven’t got children.’

‘Is that a problem?’ asked Sasha, still in an undertone.

Kate shook her head. ‘We don’t like to ask. I suspect Olivia is quite keen on her career. Campbell Carter are a pretty hot-shot law firm so she has to work very hard.’

‘Now that is amazing,’ said Sasha thoughtfully, inhaling deeply again. ‘A divorce lawyer who never divorces. Over twenty years together. Well, well, well.’

Kate had a brief stab of misgiving. There was something about the way Sasha sat there, in the middle of the long dining table at 19 Lovelace Road, that suddenly reminded her of a cuckoo sizing up a nest.

But Sasha lent towards her. ‘Thank you so, so much, Kate, for having me round today. You don’t know what a lifesaver it’s been. You are so good to think of me. Spending Sunday alone, knowing that everyone else is in a happy family . . .’ Her words trailed off.

Kate immediately forgave Sasha her lateness and her slightly predatory air. It was probably all nerves. The poor woman was clearly in pieces over the way her life had fallen apart. And who could blame her?

 



It was six o’clock by the time everyone went home, although Olivia and Si left early, at about half past four. Kate did the washing-up while trying not to remember that, as well as leaving early, they had also arrived late. Perhaps, with her new promotion, Olivia was going to leave the family behind. Would a very rich Olivia want to bother with 19 Lovelace Road?

Heather stood beside Kate with a tea towel, drying everything up and putting it away.

‘Olivia’s done so well, don’t you think?’ This was Kate’s foray into the possibilities of a bit of mild family bitching about the sister-in-law who wasn’t present.

Heather’s great gooseberry eyes widened. ‘She’s so clever.’ She  shut the dishwasher with an unusually loud bang. ‘But you do wonder, don’t you, why they’ve never had children? Do you think Olivia is just too career-minded?’

And they were off. Kate felt a link with Olivia because they both worked, and a link with Heather because they were both mothers.

Beyond the kitchen area, Sasha sat on the sofa with a glass of wine, listening avidly to Jonny. Kate, in between theorising about Olivia’s amazing work ethic, wondered what they were talking about. Why was Jonny sitting there, having a good time, while she and Heather slaved away?

‘Jonny,’ she said, sharply. ‘Can you take the bottles out? It’s recycling day tomorrow.’

Jonny looked up and for a moment she thought he was going to snap back, but he just raised his glass to her. ‘I’ll do it in a minute.’

She frowned. ‘Sasha. Heather and Jack are going your way. Would you like a lift with them?’

‘That would be so kind.’ Sasha turned her attention to Heather. ‘Would you really? You are an angel.’

 



Eventually everyone went home, and after reading a good-night story to Luke, trying to persuade Callum that he really did have to have some kind of bedtime, putting through a round of washing so that everybody had some pants in the morning, and getting everything ready for school, Kate and Jonny took the papers up to bed. It was one of their traditions - one of their best traditions - to spend most of Sunday evening in bed, flipping through the five Sunday magazine supplements Kate deemed necessary if she was to sit in her boxy studio, coming up with ideas that she could submit. The BBC had a programme commissioning round twice a year, to which she put forward ideas, and she needed to put forward about twenty ideas each time, after which she was usually asked to develop about eight of them, then she’d finish up getting commissioned for no more than three or four.

Lying in bed, contemplating another Sunday evening, Kate suddenly felt as if she might never have another idea in her life. But she had to keep her foot on the accelerator.

Wearily, she picked up another Sunday supplement. Maybe there would be something there that would set fire to her brain  cells. ‘So what did you think of Sasha?’ asked Kate, skimming an article on the ‘new anorexia’.

‘Hm?’ Jonny looked up. ‘Rather sexy, don’t you think?’

‘Sexy?’ asked Kate, experiencing an unexpected thud of fear, like a punch to the breastbone. She tried to think what Sasha had been wearing. Kate wasn’t so naive as to imagine that ‘sexy’ was short skirts, cleavages and red lingerie, but Sasha had been dressed very soberly indeed, in something that might have been dark grey or blue. Or even brown. It fitted quite well, Kate remembered, and might even have been quite expensive, but nothing had been flaunted. ‘I wouldn’t have thought sexy,’ she said. ‘I thought she looked quite drab. And terribly tense.’

Jonny lowered the business pages for a second and treated Kate to a mischievous smile. ‘She’s sexy. I hope she hasn’t run off with Jack on the lift home. And proved Ella right.’

Kate dropped her magazine in indignation, gripped by a perverse desire to defend Sasha against male innuendo. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. That’s the sort of thing everybody thinks about divorcees - that they’re desperate to get another man.’

‘Oh, she’s desperate all right,’ mused Jonny, rustling the business pages, folding them into four, then bashing them into shape so he had a good grip for comfortable reading. ‘Hm. It seems the travel industry’s not doing well. Still, it means there might be some cheap last-minute holidays this year.’

‘She’s had a terrible time, that’s all.’ She eyed him suspiciously. ‘Apparently her husband is trying to get her and the children out of the house they live in. He’s insisting they sell the family home.’

‘Well, perhaps he needs somewhere to live, too.’

‘He doesn’t have to throw his own children out. He could live in a flat,’ said Kate.

‘I understand the principle is that possessions are divided between husband and wife in the case of divorce,’ said Jonny. ‘I imagine his view is that they should sell the house and each buy two smaller houses.’

‘Still, there are more single mothers living below the poverty line than any other sector of society. We did a programme on it last year, and . . .’ Kate was off, her indignation in defence of single mothers mounting with every half-recalled fact.

Jonny, she thought, seemed to be shrinking away from her words, but she couldn’t stop. The more she talked, the less he seemed to listen.

Eventually, feeling bruised, she ran out of steam. ‘I’m just saying that we can’t just rely on the courts to look after women who’ve been abandoned, that’s all. We all need to help.’

There was a silence between them and she picked up another magazine, flicking between articles on the latest vitamin craze and how some young starlet was launching her own range of shoes. Jonny worked his way quickly and methodically through the broadsheets, even more distanced from her.

Kate couldn’t bear it any longer, and threw down her magazine. ‘Anyway,’ she said, in as neutral a tone as she could manage. ‘Did you give her any advice on getting into TV?’

‘What?’ Jonny’s nose remained buried in the business pages.

‘Sasha,’ Kate reminded him. ‘You were talking to her on the sofa while Heather and I were doing the washing-up.’

‘Oh, yes, well, I was doing what you asked me to do. Telling her how to get into television.’

‘And?’ Kate’s skin crawled with trepidation. He was holding something back. She could tell by the tone of his voice.

‘I’m letting her do a couple of week’s work experience with us so that she can find out.’

‘But you’re always being asked for work experience! And saying there’s nothing much you can give people to do. When I asked you on behalf of that neighbour’s son, Tom Whatsisface - you know that woman with the dogs - you said that someone who doesn’t know the ropes can even screw up getting a parking permit for a lighting truck or alienate an interviewee by getting their hackles up with the most basic questions.’

‘I’ll make sure she’s not given any responsibility.’

‘But I thought you’d decided to say no unless there was a really good reason?’

‘I thought some of her ideas were good,’ said Jonny neutrally. ‘If she wants to try and drum them up into something, I don’t mind lending her a desk and a telephone.’

‘OK,’ Kate forced herself to sound calm. ‘Well, that’s very kind of you.’

He smiled, briefly. ‘I am doing my bit to help single mothers. As you said we all should.’ He raised his newspaper a little higher than usual, as if to create a barrier between them.

Kate knew she’d been shrill. She must change the subject. She lifted a paper up, but the words were meaningless on the page. After a few minutes, she lowered it. ‘Don’t you think it was odd that Olivia and Si arrived so late and left so early?’

Jonny folded his paper up and tossed it on to the discard pile beside the bed. ‘What’s up?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, you’re upset about something, and I presume it isn’t me giving that tough little nut a week’s work experience.’

‘Do you think she’s a tough little nut?’ Kate couldn’t help being delighted. Poor Sasha.

‘Hard as nails,’ he agreed. ‘But that’s not what’s worrying you, is it?’

Jonny, Kate reflected, was almost like a woman sometimes in terms of his ability to pick up light and shade.

‘It’s Olivia,’ she admitted. ‘I just felt she didn’t really want to be here, and I thought perhaps now she’s earning so much money, maybe she doesn’t want to come to little old Lovelace Road any more. Maybe we’re not grand enough, or interesting enough for her.’

Jonny made a noise that sounded like ‘pah’, shook the next newspaper into shape, and sighed. ‘Katie, Katie. You’re inventing problems. As usual.’

She raised her paper slightly higher. ‘I don’t invent problems. Sometimes I see things coming a bit earlier than other people, that’s all. And she said that doing building work was one of the main reasons for couples splitting up and made slightly snide comments about us not being married.’ She and Jonny had stopped discussing any possible wedding once they’d made the decision to go ahead with the new kitchen extension. The time and money involved in weddings and building work meant you could do one or the other. And a wedding was just one day, while a back extension was for life. Wasn’t it? She peered at him over the top of the paper.

‘Well,’ he said evenly. ‘It’s none of her business, is it?’

‘No, of course it isn’t.’ She fell into an uneasy sleep, and woke the following morning with the edge of a hangover.




Chapter 4

Sasha sat in the front seat of Jack and Heather’s sensible estate car. Heather squeezed in the back with Molly and Daisy. Travis whined intermittently from the boot, while Sasha mentally reviewed the lunch. Kate, who had been so friendly at the party where they’d met, had not liked her as much this time round.

Well, stuff Kate. But, for the time being, she needed Jonny in order to get into the world of television. Whatever Kate said about it being a young person’s business and impossible to get into when you were older, Sasha knew she’d be good at it. Perhaps she’d overdone the lateness bit, but she always liked to make an entrance, and then, having calculated that she would be the right amount of late, genuinely hadn’t been able to find a taxi.

Well, women like Kate had no idea how hard it was to be on your own. It was interesting, though, to see from the photos on the wall, no sign of an actual wedding. If that was the case, then Kate might not be quite as secure as she seemed to think she was.

However, for the time being, that was irrelevant. Sasha needed to keep tabs on the Fox family in order to stay in touch with Jonny, who was the only TV director who had given her any encouragement at all. And his intense blue eyes and the passionate way he cared about what he did was very sexy. How had Kate, who was nothing special to look at and not even rich, landed him?

Sasha brooded over why some women seemed to get more than they deserved. Admittedly, she conceded to herself, Kate was  quite pretty, in a girl-next-door way, and her boho style, all chunky necklaces, long peasant skirt and boots, was definitely a good look for her because it lifted her out of the ordinary. She had nice, brown eyes, if you liked that shaggy-puppy look, and the strong, determined chin stopped her looking too cute. But, even so, surely a man like Jonny could have chosen someone far better, like Olivia, with her top-model looks and inherited money? It was a mystery.

Sasha resolved that one day she’d be re-established in a decent house, and she’d be able to resume her social life. She would invite Si and Olivia to dinner parties. They were the sort of people she belonged with. Until then she might try to get to know Olivia a little but she didn’t hold out much hope. High-flyers didn’t come to little rented flats in the back of beyond. Indignation at what her husband was putting her through burned again in her breastbone.

She forced herself to plan rather than fume. Heather was the way in, she decided. Nervous, people-pleasing Heather. She’d recognised Heather as soon as she’d seen her. They were alike - two people who didn’t fit in. The sister-in-law who was almost ignored by the Foxes - in the hubbub of Jack’s telling funny stories, Kate’s command of the room, Ella and her sharp questions, Jonny with his quiet, intense conversations and Olivia’s elegant cleverness, there’d been almost nothing of Heather. She’d jumped up and down to help with the dishes, and kept an almost obsessive eye on the children. So she liked to be useful and had no confidence? Right. Good. There was an opportunity there.

‘Heather.’ Sasha craned her head round to the back seat. ‘Grace and Tom are just the same age as Molly and Daisy, and we live quite close to each other. Would you like to come round for lunch this week with them? There’s a lovely playpark just at the end of my road.’

She watched Heather conceal surprise. ‘Oh, that would be so nice.’>

They agreed on Wednesday.

Yes, Heather could be a very convenient friend.

But Kate was different. Sasha burned with fury at the memory of watching Kate withdraw from her, so subtly that most people  would have barely noticed. Kate was one of those women who’d never had it tough. Never had to fight. Kate didn’t realise it but she was soft, soft, soft. Not a survivor, thought Sasha maliciously. She obviously came from a nice middle-class household where a broken tennis racquet was an ‘absolute disaster’, and economising meant buying a smaller second car. Kate, secure in her position as the Queen of Fucking Everything, with her Sunday-supplement perfect home (just slightly trashed so it felt warm), smart media job (how quickly she had discouraged Sasha from trying to get one similar) and her mum-at-the-school-gates credentials, had no idea how hard life could be, with her cries of ‘there’s lots for everyone’ and ‘the more the merrier’.

There isn’t lots for everyone, Kate Fox, thought Sasha. More isn’t merrier, it just means less for each person. And it’s time you learnt that.




Chapter 5

Olivia Fox click-clacked across the polished marble floors of the vast office building that housed Campbell Carter, feeding her identity tag through an automatic gate, and stepping into a glass lift which swept her up to the fifth floor. It stopped with an electronic ‘ping’. Around her, lifts arriving on every floor echoed in the building’s glass atrium like an ongoing symphony of experimental music.

‘Good morning, Olivia,’ said the Campbell Carter receptionist. ‘Congratulations on being made partner.’

‘Thanks, Cheryl,’ replied Olivia. ‘Did you have a good weekend? ’

Cheryl said that she had, because she’d been able to get out into the garden for a change. ‘I did seven trips to the tip,’ she said, proudly.

Olivia smiled vaguely, her mind already on the week’s caseload of expensive malice and misery. Her secretary, Cat, was already in and had started the coffee percolator, and her assistant, Sarah, was talking about her weekend. Olivia sank into her chair and contemplated the rows of files on her shelves. The law was not a very forest-friendly profession. Every case had generated a huge bulk of paperwork, and the shelves themselves covered two whole walls of the office. On her desk, a photo of Simon sat alongside presents from clients - a half-dead cactus, a tacky, but curiously charming ‘good luck’ angel holding crystals, a joky mug, a painted wooden parrot and, propped up in one corner, a teddy bear. In  her desk she kept a stock of emergency equipment: a sewing kit, spare tights and a few painkillers for the occasional headache, and underneath the desk were a few extra pairs of shoes, suitable for court appearances. The office was a second home for Olivia, somewhere where she was judged for herself, not as wife, daughter-in-law or sister-in-law. Or non-mother. She belonged here.

‘Olivia.’ Nigel Stuart, the most senior equity partner, put his head round the door. ‘Good weekend?’

‘Mm,’ she said. ‘Nothing special. Bit of shopping. Lunch with the in-laws yesterday.’

‘Rather you than me,’ said Nigel. ‘My wife’s family make the Borgias look naive and trustworthy.’

‘Oh, Simon’s are nice,’ she said, vaguely. ‘Really. We get on very well.’

‘You’d get on well with anyone,’ he said. ‘Which is why we think you should do this latest case that’s just come into my office.’

‘Me?’ She was surprised. They were each responsible for getting their own cases, and while it wasn’t unheard of to pass a case along - for example, if someone was a personal friend - it wasn’t usual, either. ‘Fine. Who is it?’

‘Allison Green.’

Her heart sank. ‘Not the serial divorcee?’

Nigel’s smile was predictably wolfish. ‘The one and only. Getting rid of her fourth husband, the one she claimed was the “love of her life” only, what was it . . . four and a half years ago?’

‘Nigel, is this some kind of initiation ceremony for a new equity partner?’ asked Olivia. ‘I mean, it’s hardly fair, is it?’

Nigel twinkled back at her. ‘On the contrary, you’ll do it beautifully, won’t you? And you’ll look so good in front of the cameras. Much better for the firm’s image than fat old me.’ He chortled.

‘Rubbish, you look . . . er . . . fine.’ Olivia was disconcerted. ‘We’ll never be able to get her a decent settlement, you know that. Not after last time. And she’s divorcing Housewives’ Choice. Everybody adores Ted Lloyd.’

‘I have the greatest faith in you. Our reputation as the hottest divorce firm in London must not be allowed to be annexed by Frank & Fifield. Or Dunwoody Grant Murray. Or anyone else, for that matter.’

‘What reputation?’ she muttered, but Nigel had already glided out, with a satisfied look on his face. Olivia knew she was acquiring a reputation for handling difficult clients, and she suspected that, although you couldn’t be a shrinking violet and be a successful divorce lawyer, the others had dumped this case on her because they simply couldn’t face it. Allison Green, a woman who had made seventeen million pounds out of her first two divorces, and had been furious at the mere two million awarded her for her third, had then gone on to marry a chat-show host called Ted Lloyd, nicknamed Chat Show Ted by the tabloids, beloved of the afternoon sofa audiences. Ted, with his rough-and-ready charm and twinkling smile, was seen, publicly, as one of the world’s nice guys, while Allison Green was hated and despised as a money-grabbing nobody. Then there was the shortness of the marriage - just four and a half years - although there was one baby. Ted Lloyd’s only child, and Allison Green Lloyd’s fourth. They had signed a pre-nup before their marriage, but this still wasn’t legally binding in Britain, and would be even less so now that there was a child involved.
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