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One


Certain moments. Hiroshima. The assassination of President Kennedy. The first fuzzy footfall of the first man on the moon. The photoflash of recollection. By its brief light we remember what we were doing, at the time, in the hours before. Putting the kettle on. Making love. Precedent memories quantify significant events. Cataclysm is blunted by quotidian trivia. I was listening to the Goldberg Variations/following the safety instructions/spraying the roses/walking down Whitehall… The icons that surround the event eclipse the event itself.

Which was why Freddie Lomax would always recall his fortieth birthday and the circumstances which preceded it. They were perpetuated on the internal cassette of things past. He played it on the VCR of his memory, fast-forwarding and rewinding it. It was accompanied by digital sound.
         

Days such as these begin like any other. Nothing untoward. Freddie’s did. Jogging round the Outer Circle. His morning routine was important. Not only for the exercise but the structuring of his day. It was not possible to plan and work simultaneously. Strategy must be separated from execution. To save time, minimise effort, it must be dealt with in advance.

Circumventing the park each morning gave him the opportunity to define targets and establish deadlines. Freed him for immediate action once he got to work. Thump-thump. Thump-thump. Worry beads in one hand, telephone in the other. A well-built man. Six foot three. Riviera tan. Soon to be topped up at Porto Ercole. Last year it was Sardinia. He didn’t believe in owning second homes; or boats. The economics were wrong. Freddie had his head screwed on.
         

Friends had villas, James and Dos – wife number two. Wife number one, who had stuck with James when he was struggling to build up his construction business, had been put out to grass with what she could squeeze out of him. ‘Dos’. James had had the epithet perpetuated in 18-carat gold. Dos wore it round her neck, skinny-dipping, with her silicone breasts, in the kidney-shaped pool. You punched a keypad outside the iron gates to enter. The code changed every day. A butler served bullshots. Dos was renowned for them. By their bullshots shall ye know them. Lunch at the villa went on all afternoon. Sometimes they ate at the African Queen. The whole shooting match. At a long outdoor table, over deep bowls of moules marinières, overlooking the harbour. No matter where he sat amongst the noisy gathering, Freddie Lomax was its epicentre. Conversation was aimed in his direction, faces drawn into the magnetic field of his charm. He turned heads. Drawing the eyes of passing girls as bronzed as himself. Freddie gambled with skin cancer as he did at the tables. Never risking much. Getting out when he was ahead. He was at his peak. Dressed to complement his physique. Had his suits made, dark blue or grey, by Douggie Hayward in Mount Street. Didn’t begrudge the arm and the leg. The suits were his calling card. Gave his clients confidence. Hermès tie. Silk handkerchief. A right nerd, Rosina said. Secretly she was proud of him.
         

He dropped her off at school on occasion, Queen’s College in Harley Street, before going on to the bank. Rosina wore a bundle of rags, in decorative leather or denim. From Camden market. Freddie footed the bills for them. At fifteen, the chrysalis of puppy fat falling away, Rosina was turning into Jane as she had been when he’d first met her. Sometimes, catching sight of his daughter, Jane’s freckles, her bright red hair, it startled him. Rosina was into heavy metal. Read Rock Power, and Kerrang!, when she should have been doing her homework, moshed to the thrashes of Impetigo and Recipients of Death ‘singing against oppression’, and had to be forcibly restrained from tattooing her arms and joining the slam pit (everyone else’s parents let them) at the Hammersmith Odeon on Saturday nights.

Thump-thump. Elbows in. Freddie’s shirts came from Turnbull and Asser. White only. He had his shoes made at Lobb’s. The size of a man’s feet was said to be directly related to that of his penis. Freddie had large feet. Charlie, at Michaeljohn, styled his fair hair – now sometimes assisted by a vegetable rinse. He had had golden curls as a baby. His mother never tired of telling him. Passers-by had stopped to admire her son as she pushed him in his pram. He watched his weight. Mineral water at lunch. No pudding. He kept in trim. Weight training at a gym in the City. Golf at weekends. Tennis in the park. Squash twice a week with James. At the Bath and Racquets. Followed by a swim. At Cambridge he had been on the water-polo team. He had shoulders like a navvy. Thump-thump. His vest stuck to his back. Water trickled down the inside of his thighs. Thump-thump. In his Nike Air. Releasing the endorphins. Every thump a pain.

Regent’s Park had once been pasture land, Marylebone Park Fields: the gravel pit field, the pound field for stray cattle, sheep and horses, the bell field, the butcher’s field, the field where copal varnish was manufactured. It had been used by royalty for game hunting. Ulster Terrace: Ionic columns. York Terrace, spanning York Gate. Mr Nash in Graeco-Italian mode. Sixty-one houses designed to give the appearance of a single building. North to Cornwall Terrace. Decimus Burton, into Corinthian. Burton had wanted to elide the two terraces, Cornwell and Clarence, which had the finest views of the lake, leaving no access to the park from Upper Baker Street.
         

Mrs Siddons, whose house was at the top of the street, had complained to the Prince Regent about the proposed obstruction to her view. The result of the actress’ petition was Clarence Gate, an entrance to the park which, as the morning progressed, would throttle itself with commuter traffic, extracted from the dreaming suburbs and heading for the West End. The half-moon of Sussex Place (Nash again) now home to the London Business School.

The Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists. Hanover Terrace. A grey squirrel darted impudently across his path. Hanover Gate. Hanover Lodge. The golden dome of the Mosque behind its picket fence, mobbed by the faithful on Fridays when it was flanked by the psychedelic stalls of Arab street vendors. Thump-thump-thump. Thump-thump-thump. Thump-thump-thump. A posse of bull-headed runners from the army barracks in Albany Street. Ionic Villa, Veneto Villa – a Petit Trianon in Regent’s Park – receiving the finishing touches to their grotesque exteriors. Nine million pounds apiece. The rape of the park by the Crown. The iron bridge over the canal, escape route from St John’s Wood, once itself steeped in history and rife with illicit love nests, home now to arrivistes with disabled badges, double-parked in the High Street, waging an ongoing battle with the traffic wardens.
         

The shuttered entrance to the Zoo. Entrèe/Eingang. Its appalling penguin pool, brutalistic elephant house and archaic buildings recently threatened with closure, now besieged by rescue plans for walk-through aquaria and rainforest terraces, and the subject of fierce controversy. Freddie had refused to sign the petition on behalf of the families who trailed recalcitrant children clutching Zeppelin balloons round the lions and the tigers. He could not accept that it was right to immure wild animals in minimalist cages, and was reluctant to put his name to the creation of what amounted to a theme park on his own doorstep.

The Zoological Society, beneath its clock and weather vane. Gloucester Gate. Any second now the milkman should be approaching, his electric float rattling with bottles of semi-skimmed milk and cartons of orange juice for the sleeping doorsteps. He was. Everything satisfactorily to time. The roundsman did not glance in his direction. He had once tried to cheat Freddie. Unaware that Freddie could multiply the number of days by the number of pints with the speed and precision of a microchip. Now the account from the dairy accounted for no more, and no less, than had been delivered.

Gloucester Terrace. Freddie wiped the sweat from his neck, savouring the punishment he inflicted on his body, as he headed into the straight with a sideways glance at the Danish Church in St Katharine’s Precinct with its echoes of Cambridge and weddings on Saturdays.

He and Jane had been married for seventeen years. They had stayed together while their contemporaries, in the throes of complex divorces or embittered battles over children or messes of contested pottage, played a marital version of musical chairs to the phrenetic music of the times. That the stability of their marriage was largely due to Jane, Freddie had little doubt. They had met in Cambridge. James, who changed his girlfriends as frequently as his socks, had brought her to the pub. Jane, on holiday from the Union Centrale des Arts Décoratifs in Paris, was his latest acquisition. They were sitting at a corner table over glasses of lager. Jane was wearing a magenta dress, a panama hat encircled with yellow ribbons pulled down over the freckles. She held a miniature wire-haired terrier on her lap and was absent-mindedly stroking its balls. The moment he saw her, Freddie made up his mind to marry her. He had no qualms about seducing her from James.
         

James’ arm was round Jane’s shoulders in a proprietorial way. Freddie brought his beer over and sat down beside them. Jane did not change her position on the window seat, did not remove James’ hand from her waist where it had wandered, yet imperceptibly she distanced herself from him and moved towards Freddie as unequivocally as if she were crossing the street. They spent the night in his room. Tristan was three weeks old, and Jane and Freddie had been married for six months, before James, accepting the peace offering of being godfather to their son, forgave him.

Cumberland Terrace, its blue pediment topped with genteel ceramic figures representing the arts and sciences, was the grandest of all the terraces. As he thumped his way past its decorative arches, Freddie admitted thoughts of home and anticipated the hot needles of the shower with which he would soon reward himself.

Since his mother had taken him, first to feed the ducks, and later to play in Regent’s Park as a small boy, he had been mesmerised by the blank stares of the stately façades of the terraces. It was where he would live when he grew up. As he kicked his ball in the long grass and picked daisies for her first bouquet, he had enquired if the buildings were palaces and if the Queen lived there. You have to be very rich, his mother had said, taking him later to Buckingham Palace where he had counted the windows. So he had decided to be rich; and to marry his mother who was making a chain out of the yellow-centred daisies. And make her his queen. When his father, a much-loved physician, had died from a subarachnoid haemorrhage while he was playing cricket with the 6-year-old Freddie in the garden, Freddie was convinced that he had killed him. He kept a photograph of his father beneath his pillow while he slept, and wrote letters to heaven begging him to come back. He tried hard to remember him, but had few recollections at his disposal, and after a while there was only an aching void.
         

Freddie’s childhood had been filled with music. Its manifestation in Freddie was his passion for opera. His mother had been a professional pianist. His father, who played the violin, had belonged to an amateur string quartet, although Freddie could not remember it. He did not play an instrument. His mother, with little time to spare, had not been able to interest him in one. Her only son, born at the very end of her reproductive life, was destined to be a man who glittered as he walked. Brought up, single-handed, to be a credit to her, Freddie had conformed to her spurious vision of himself. Widely tipped to be the next chairman of his bank, he had not let her down.

Chester Terrace, with its colonnades and columns rivalling the Tuileries, was Burton’s final undertaking in the park. Turning into it Freddie experienced a frisson of delight, the daily suspension of disbelief that this rus in urbe was where he lived. He had worked hard for his success. Driven by his aspirations and performing best under pressure, possessed of reserves of energy normally associated with hyperactive children and resolved at all times to excel, his work was his life. He was never happier than when he was immersed in it. A scholarship to Trinity, where he had read economics, had followed his graduation summa cum laude from grammar school, after which, impatiently dismissing the year off taken by many of his contemporaries, he had gone straight into commerce to master banking from the grass roots. As he gradually distanced himself physically from his mother, who was reluctant to let him go, he changed from being a happy schoolboy, to an outgoing student and now, with his extraordinary zest for life, was a poplar and gregarious man, who made a point of keeping his many friendships in constant repair. Tough, but not insensitive, Freddie’s name in the City was synonymous with contentious takeover bids. He was an acknowledged trailblazer, an awesome adversary, a skilled negotiator who never missed an opportunity to make serious money for his clients or to further the interests of the bank. He had been brought up to believe that good manners and self-discipline were the key to personal happiness, and he looked for the same high standards from others that he demanded from himself. A reprimand from Freddie had been known to leave the entrails of his subordinates hanging from the ceiling.
         

Freddie’s goal, to have his own bank before he reached the age of 50, represented his deep-seated need to be in control. He coped with failure badly, was not good at forgiving himself and was incapable of forgiving others. He was hardest on those close to him, and the one closest to him was himself.

After their marriage, he and Jane had set up home in a rented, one-bedroomed flat in Earls Court where they waited for Tristan to be born. When Rosina was on the way, he had put down the first payment on a terraced house in Shepherd’s Bush and his move to a more senior position in a second bank, led to a Norman Shaw semi-detached in Bedford Park. A larger Norman Shaw, this time detached, coincided with his joining Sitwell Hunt International as head of the corporate finance division. His swift promotion to vice-chairman was the catalyst for their final move, to the house in Chester Terrace. Freddie had bought it in the days of the property boom upon which it had seemed that the sun would never set. By mortgaging himself to the hilt, he had realised the first of his boyhood dreams.
         

Outside his house, its stucco exterior painted every fourth year at the behest of the Crown, George, the postman, lopsided with the weight of his sack, was sorting letters. Running on the spot, to reduce his blood pressure slowly, Freddie waited impatiently for his mail.

‘Everything okay?’

George had recently undergone coronary bypass surgery. Walking was the exercise of choice. He would always be grateful to Freddie, who never failed to stop for a morning chat, for insisting that he have a checkup for the pains in his chest which he had put down to indigestion.

‘Mustn’t grumble…’ George handed Freddie a bundle secured with an elastic band. ‘Not with nearly three million out of work.’ He swung his bag over his shoulder. ‘As long as the old ticker holds up. If I go under, the chances of getting another job… I’d never get past question two on the form. Question one’s your name. Question two’s your date of birth. If you’re over forty they don’t want to know. It’s the kids I worry about. The kids, the mortgage, the insurance, the gas, the electric, the poll tax, the water, the TV licence… Everything going up every week. My wife goes shopping with a calculator. Trouble is there’s no light at the end of the tunnel. To tell you the truth, Mr Lomax, and you know more about it in your line than me, I think they’ve bricked the ruddy tunnel up.’
         

Opening his front door, Freddie stopped in the narrow hall with its parquet floor and giltwood mirror, and checked his pulse rate. Picking up the newspapers from the mat, he took the mahogany balustraded stairs two at a time.

In the bedroom, Jane was still asleep. She lay on her back with the sheets round her waist. She was wearing a white T-shirt with the words ‘Happy Birthday’ emblazoned in scarlet across her breasts. Smiling to himself, Freddie put the mail down on the bed. As he bent to kiss her, she twined unconscious arms tightly round his neck for a moment then promptly turned over and went back to sleep. Glancing briefly at the bedside clock, he crept into his dressing-room and closed the door gently behind him.



        

    
        
            

         

Two


While his vice-chairman and head of corporate finance prepared to meet the day, Gordon Sitwell, chairman of Sitwell Hunt International – a bank founded by his grandfather to finance trade in the British Empire, America, China, and Japan – who had been knighted by Margaret Thatcher before her fall, for services to business achievement (also known as substantial donations to the party), was breakfasting in the kitchen of his mansion in Priory Drive, Stanmore, with his wife, Margaret.

‘Don’t forget we’re going to Freddie and Jane’s tonight.’ Margaret, whose candlewick dressing gown was drawn tightly over the cushion of her bosom, addressed the expanse of Financial Times behind which her husband might be thought to be hiding. The fact that there was no reply, that he had completely forgotten that it was Freddie’s birthday and that they were expected at Chester Terrace for dinner, did not faze her.

‘I’ll look for something on my way to the hairdresser’s. Men are always so difficult. Particularly men like Freddie…’ Margaret pushed the marmalade jar across the wooden table into the outstretched hand which appeared from behind the newspaper. ‘…Men who have everything.’ Margaret held her bone china teacup in both hands. ‘A book – but then I don’t know what Freddie reads – a tie perhaps, a photograph frame for the office…’

Gordon turned the page abruptly.

‘…Bittermints. He probably doesn’t touch chocolate. How about a bottle of something? More coffee?’

The top of Gordon’s grey head, which was all she could see of her husband, moved from side to side.
         

‘I’ll have a look in that shop at the bottom of the hill – the one that used to be the fishmonger’s. They sell all that in the supermarket now. Cadeaux. They’ve got leather things and cake plates and silver pillboxes in the window. I don’t suppose a silver pillbox…?’

Margaret was talking to herself. It was not unusual. The Financial Times lay folded against the marmalade jar, Gordon’s chair was empty, and he was already in his rose garden.

Growing roses was Gordon’s hobby. It encompassed the world of propagating and exhibiting as well as paying regular visits to the great rose gardens of the world. The diversion occupied most of his leisure moments, enabled him to forget his disappointment in his marriage, and provided a suitable antidote to the stresses of the City. His roses, on view annually to the public in aid of the National Gardens Scheme, were at the moment faring a great deal better than his bank.

As he selected a rose for the buttonhole of his pinstriped suit, a daily decision not taken lightly, he contemplated the dismal state of the British economy. After the euphoria of the eighties with its global markets, indiscriminate asset stripping, and sky-high share indexes, which had been followed by the seismic flutters of Black Thursday and the catastrophic nose-dive of Black Monday (when £100 billion was wiped from shares and thousands of job losses were triggered in the City), the spacecraft, which had been launched so optimistically, to break through the sound barrier with the Big Bang, had finally crashed to earth. With the collapse of the markets, the entire financial sector had suffered one of its biggest setbacks on record and was now undergoing the sharpest decline of the century. In the light of the gloomy forecasts and massive lay-offs, the party was well and truly over. There were few indications that the situation was going to improve.
         

In the past three months alone there had been almost 16,000 personal bankruptcies. Liquidations and receiverships were escalating, car sales were disastrous, house prices had dropped, consumer confidence had fallen, and people feared for their livelihoods. There was no area which had not been hit. The building trade had empty order books and showed the worst figures for a decade; Rolls-Royce aero-engine had closed two plants, imposed a six-month pay freeze – with the warning of more cuts to come – and drastically reduced its workforce, and thousands of civil engineering workers, highly qualified staff among them, had been paid off.

It was not only industry which was affected. There had been wholesale redundancies in publishing, insurance, advertising, television, and hospital services. Professionals, no longer able to honour their agreements with the mortgage companies, were in serious difficulties, and qualified lawyers, particularly those specialising in commercial property in London where thousands of square feet of office accommodation lay empty, were finding themselves out on the street.

Solicitors were not the only ones soliciting. Gordon excused himself the pun. Not since the time of Dickens, or the days after the First World War when amputees and gas victims rattled collecting boxes on every street corner, had London seen so many beggars. White-faced girls with shaven heads and youths with tattered trousers, had joined the winos and the bag ladies in the shadows of underground stations and shopping malls. They squatted in the doorways and declared themselves hungry. Gordon did not believe them. Many of the scavengers had been revealed to be con artists, with perfectly decent homes to go to, who belonged to begging rings and waged terror campaigns on the legitimate homeless. Be that as it may, the mendicants were a symptom of an economic climate which was as dismal as any that Gordon, at the age of 63, could remember. Although profits would be meagre and the appetite for debt, both amongst companies and personal customers, severely limited, he hoped that Sitwell Hunt International, backed as it was by so many years of family tradition and – if push came to shove – by the Bank of England, would be able to ride out the storm.
         

In his garden, laid out forty years ago when he had brought Margaret to Tall Trees as a young bride, Gordon Sitwell could forget the bank. Margaret, who came from Cornwall, had wanted a country garden, hollyhocks, sunflowers, foxgloves and delphiniums, such as she had been brought up with, but Gordon was unable to tolerate such rampant chaos and had settled upon a garden devoted to roses, for which he bought the best possible stock from the most reputable growers.

There was a great deal more to roses than simply digging a hole and planting a bush. Before he even lifted a spade, Gordon evaluated his site, made blueprints of his layout and set about making the necessary improvements to the soil. Now, a formal bed, flanked by an emerald frame of grass paths, traversed the centre of the garden. His instinct had been to fill the rectangle with a single shade, a single variety of rose, but common sense had prevailed. Taking into consideration the unkempt appearance which a paperwork of different colours would create, Gordon had staggered his planting, interspersing the bushes of red Hybrid Teas with clumps of white, yellow, and pink. For added interest, and bearing in mind the fact that a bed, unlike a border, had to be viewed from all angles, he had placed a column of standard Chrysler Imperials (the full fragrant flowers of which bloomed from June to November), at intervals down the centre. He did not allow underplanting. When Margaret had tentatively suggested that they might put in a few violas, some clumps of primulas, a little ageratum or lobelia beneath the Cologne Carnivals and the Summer Sunshine, or that he consider Super Star, or Sterling Silver, as suitable for indoor decoration, he had told her that if she wanted flowers for the house he would give her money to buy them, and that the next thing that she would be asking for was gnomes.
         

Selecting his roses, and increasing his stock, represented only a fraction of Gordon’s extra-curricular activities. He protected his plants from disease and, keeping an eye out for blackspot, blind shoots, scorching, and reversion, tended them when they were sick. In the mornings, the dew soaking his slippers, he dusted the leaves against pests, and in the evenings he sprayed them. He hoed and mulched, tied and watered, deadheaded and disbudded. He waged war against the froghopper, the sawfly, and the aphids, and drew up his battle lines at the first sign of mildew, canker or rust.
         

Pruning was his forte. Taking care not to do it so early as to risk injury from frost, nor leave it so late that the sap had begun to flow, he carried it out at the first sign of new growth. He was a ruthless pruner, attributing the success of his roses to the efficiency with which he annually cut them back.

Now, as he contemplated a perfect bloom for his buttonhole, one which would reflect his mood and set the tenor of his day, he was aware of Margaret walking towards him across the York stone terrace, between the pergolas of Golden Shower and Albertine. She was wearing a print frock, the garishly coloured flowers of which went ill with the deep, rich crimson of Madame Louise Laperrière and the orange-yellow of Beauté, and overpowered the creams and ivories of Virgo and Pascali. He disliked the frock almost as much as he disliked her candlewick dressing gown.
         

Marrying Margaret, forty years ago, had been a mistake. With roses you got exactly what you paid for, bushes of good breed, purchased from a reputable grower being a guarantee of success. Margaret, a young rose from Truro, deliciously perfumed, deep-bosomed, falsely promising to flower over a long period, seemed perfect for bedding. He had been beguiled by the short-lived radiance of her bloom.
         

It had been a lacklustre marriage. Once the novelty of Margaret’s suffused white breasts, minuscule waist, and thighs hardened by riding on the Cornish sands, which he thought would squeeze the life out of him, had palled, the children began to arrive, and she had turned her limited intellect to the romances of Mills & Boon, Gordon had found little to engage him in the girl he had married. She had been a good wife, he could not deny Margaret that. But their only meeting points, now that the children were grown up, were discussions about the grandchildren, their holiday plans, or what they were to have for dinner.

As far as sex was concerned, sleeping with Margaret was like making love to an aquiescent mound of well-risen dough, and was equally exciting. He gave her her ‘jollies’, which, aroused by her reading matter and lost in her own fantasies, she still expected, but for his own gratification he cruised the pavements of the London streets at night, appraising, but not handling the goods. Once, as he kerb crawled, he had found himself staring into the face of a smooth-chinned police officer through the window. Ordered out of the car, he had stood abjectly amongst the flaccid condoms and used syringes that littered the wastelands of King’s Cross, while he was questioned. He had been let off with a caution, but aware of the scandal which his arrest would have precipitated in the banking world, he had restrained his nocturnal activities for some time.
         

‘What do you think, Gordon…’ Margaret said, holding out the shiny pleats of her skirt before him.

Gordon noticed that she had applied lipstick in much the same shade of scarlet as the poppies on her dress, and that it had leaked into small unattractive tributaries around her mouth.

‘…for Freddie’s party?’

An invitation to Chester Terrace was a high spot in Margaret’s life. Although she and Gordon rattled in Tall Trees now that the children were gone, and had sufficient china and glass to feed a regiment, few people came to dinner. When they did, although Margaret was a good cook, it could in no way be compared with an evening at the Lomaxes’. No matter how hard Margaret tried, she could not turn her house into a palace and herself into a queen, not even for a night. She could not move through a room delighting the women and riveting the men, convincing each one in turn that he was the guest of honour. She could not sparkle and dazzle, giving the impression that everything that came out of her mouth was either stupendously important or devastatingly witty. She could not flirt and seduce, fascinate and entrance, captivate and charm. She was neither attractive nor animated, neither elegant nor graceful. Her eyes were not green and her hair was not red. Her skirts were not short and her legs were not long. She was not Jane Lomax.

Gordon, walking ahead of her with his pruning knife, was contemplating the orange-veined Bettina and the gilded Gail Borden for his buttonhole, with a gravitas equal to that he gave to the affairs of the bank. He would not cut a rose for Margaret and she knew better than to ask for one. Margaret did get roses. The first rose of summer, the last rose, remembrance of things past, left wordlessly by Gordon, in a tumbler on the mantelshelf at Christmas time.
         

She had been lucky really in her marriage to Gordon. Once they had set sail on the high seas of their life together, their ship driven by the wind of Gordon’s conditioned responses, she did not have to exert herself. Once, a very long time ago, she could not now remember what it had all been about, Gordon had threatened to leave her. Had started packing his suitcase although he hadn’t the first idea what to put in it. Margaret had threatened to kill herself. Notwithstanding the fact that each of them knew that the other was bluffing, they had played the game through to its predictable end. It left them, via tears on her part, and recriminations on his, back on home ground, where the daily confrontations had long ago been worked out and a lazy switch to automatic pilot was the only effort required.

Sometimes, usually inspired by a film she had watched on television, or an article she had read in the newspapers, or in her young days with the spirit of rebellion engendered by her hormones, Margaret would temporarily abandon the subordinate position she had willingly adopted and make waves. Deliberately defying Gordon, usually over some comparatively trivial issue, she would bring his wrath down on her head and a little excitement into her own bleak existence. It was not a tactic she adopted too often. It was not worth the candle. She did not expect a great deal of life and anything that was lacking was compensated for vicariously by Messrs Mills & Boon.
         

Gordon had decided upon the green-tinged white of Message as being an appropriate rose for the day. Standing before it, an executioner with his knife, he stopped and stared, for a long moment, at Margaret. He rarely entered into dialogue with her and never discussed the affairs of the bank.

Misreading his look, she let the skirt with its poppies fall. ‘I suppose I could always wear my black.’

As she turned back to the house, Gordon advanced towards Message. Raising his knife, and adroitly choosing his spot, just above an outward-facing bud to avoid weakening the bush, he severed her head.



        

    
        
            

         

Three


Lilli Lomax sat by the window of her flat in the Water Gardens, off the Edgware Road, with the mohair rug Freddie had bought her round her knees, while Mrs Williams – she insisted for some reason on being called Mrs Williams although sometimes Lilli could not remember her name at all – cleared away the breakfast dishes. Although Lilli appeared to be concentrating on what was going on in the street below, her vacant eyes were watching her latest carer’s every move and paying particular attention to the fruit bowl which stood on a crocheted mat in the centre of the table. You could not trust these women. Certainly not as far as the fruit bowl was concerned. The last one had gone through several pounds of apples in a week. The previous one had eaten her out of house and home. It was not as if she kept them short of anything. She gave them money for the shopping – there were only the two of them except once a week when Freddie came for dinner – and insisted upon checking the receipts. They always seemed to have propensities, however, some of them quite bizarre and all of them extravagant. There was the girl from Australia who drank nothing but Diet Coke and stashed the cans beneath her bed, and the widow from Aberdeen who was allergic to yeast and refused to touch bread but filled up on cake. There was the helper who helped herself to Lilli’s favourite biscuits, the divorcée who purported never to be hungry but who raided the refrigerator the moment she thought that Lilli was asleep, and the avowed teetotaller who nipped silently away at the gin. Some of them smoked – although they swore that they did not, Lilli could smell it a mile away – none of them knew how to clean a room properly, and all of them made free with her telephone. The one thing they all seemed to have in common was that they did not stay very long. Lilli had not the slightest idea why.
         

‘It’s my son’s birthday today…’ Lilli said.

‘Is it now?’ Mrs Williams, who had only taken up her duties the previous day, did not seem to be all that interested in Freddie’s birthday.

‘He’s 40 years old.’

‘My poor husband – may he rest in peace – always used to say that life was a two-week holiday. Forty was the start of the second week…’

Lilli was not listening. She was back in the maternity ward of the Elizabeth Garrett Anderson Hospital. Back forty years in time. She was still a student at the Royal College of Music when she had met Hugh, a junior hospital doctor. They had been married for six years when Adolf Hitler marched on Poland. During the nightly air raids on London, while Hugh was away in North Africa with the Royal Army Medical Corps, ‘Lilliane Lomax’ played the piano at the Queen’s Hall, keeping the audiences entertained until the all clear. Later she joined ENSA and gave concerts with the orchestra at air bases where overhead, at the rate of one every two minutes, the bombers took off for Berlin.

When the war was over, and Hugh was repatriated, they had used his demob money to buy a villa near the canal in Maida Vale, and took in medical students to help with the bills. There was plenty of room in the house for nurseries, and a narrow garden suitable for the toddlers who did not materialise.

It was only after eighteen years of raised expectations and dashed hopes, that Lilli had succeeded, when it was almost too late, in becoming pregnant. No one could imagine the anguish she had gone through. She had been one of four children. Hugh was the eldest of six. It was an unspoken agreement between them that they would have a large family and Lilli had refused to accept the fact that she would never know morning sickness or hold a child to her breast. Her determination to have a baby had overshadowed her life.
         

In her heart of hearts she thought that her failure to conceive was a penalty for wrongdoing, some kind of divine retribution for she knew not what. She had no idea why she was being punished. Hugh tried to act nonchalantly, as if it did not matter to him one way or the other, as if he did not care. But she knew that he was waiting, every bit as anxiously as she was, for her to bear them a son.

She had been engaged to play in a Vaughan Williams concert, when a bout of vomiting, which she put down to something she had eaten, prevented her from accompanying the orchestra to Bath. The incredible discovery that at the age of 44 she was pregnant for the first time, put paid for the time being to her professional commitments. Eight months later, on the hottest day of the year, she went into labour.

There had been no question in those days of giving birth under water, or in the upright position supported by her partner. Hugh had not been present at her confinement. It seemed only yesterday. There was no detail that she could not remember. The obstetrician and the anaesthetist, sweating, in their shirtsleeves, discussing the test match as they waited for her cervix to dilate. Herself, an animal, writhing in distress. During all her years of trying to conceive, Lilli had not considered, not for one moment, what it would be like to give birth. It was just as well. She had been in labour for what seemed a lifetime. Hugh had brought her into the hospital in the small hours. Leaving her in competent hands, he had embraced her tenderly and enquired about the frequency and severity of the pains. She assured him that they were not too bad. She was not going to make a fuss. She had waited too long for that. As the night gave way to morning and the contractions became more frequent, the pains more severe, her resolution weakened. By lunchtime she was tired. At two o’clock in the afternoon, as she clung to the nurse’s hand and swore that she was unable to go on any longer, they wheeled in the gas and air. She put the mask over her face and breathed as she was instructed, but it was little help. At three o’clock she was screaming uncontrollably. At 3.30 she knew for certain that she was going to die. They reassured her that everything was normal. Normal! And that she was doing very well. And that it would not be long. A wild thing, she wailed and thrashed, prayed, and begged for mercy. She wondered did she really want a child. Do something. Please do something. But they did nothing. Her body was being ripped apart whilst her attendants discussed the teatime scores. By five o’clock there was no break in her moaning. She had ceased to exist, consumed on some unimaginable rack. She cried, cajoled, pleaded, to be put out of her misery, out of her suffering which was beyond all human endurance. Suddenly it was quiet. Faces loomed at the foot of her bed. The test match was forgotten. There were other voices. Foetal heart. And something about distress. A trolley crashed into the room.
         

‘We’re taking you to theatre, Mrs Lomax. We have to remove the child.’

Remove.

Something was wrong. There had been no pain for some time.

The room and the faces revolved. She was on the trolley.
         

‘No! No!’

The ghost train, carrying a white mound on a stretcher, rattled along the corridor.

‘Stop!’ The woman on the stretcher shrieked. The convoy did not lose speed.

‘It’s coming.’

Still they rattled. Approaching double doors.

‘The baby’s coming!’

The woman pushed, strained, scarlet in the face, devoid of modesty. Between her legs a baby’s head threatened to cleave her in two. The walls rang with the woman’s exhortations. The procession halted. The masked men gathered around. The baby’s head was pushed back inside her. She’s right. I want you to breathe now, Mrs Lomax. Pant. Like a dog. And push! Push! NOW!

Lilli expelled her son. Her son. He came, with a titanic slither, into the world. She heard his cries.

She called him Frederick after Chopin. Had it been a girl she would have been Frederica. She had had no idea of the extent to which the arrival of her child, this imprint of herself upon the sands of time, would alter her perceptions, change her view of the world.

Half sleeping, half waking, she waited for Hugh. A smile transformed her face. A sensation no man could ever know, engulfed her in peace and perfect love.

Lilli picked up the photograph of the smiling, middle-aged Freddie, golden hairs on a golden chest, legs manfully apart, taken last Christmas on the beach in Barbados, from the table beside her chair. She held it out to Mrs Thingamajig.
         

‘This is my son.’

‘I’ve met Mr Lomax, of course.’

Replacing the silver frame, Lilli wondered how her new carer could possibly know Freddie.
         

A golden boy. From the day he was born when she had put away her music and devoted herself to her son. The harsh realities of his birth were as nothing compared with the punishing physical labour of the first two years of Freddie’s life. The remorseless round of backbreaking days, followed by sleepless nights, were mitigated by the sight of his rounded limbs as he slept, the touch of his flesh against hers, his first smile, his first tooth. She fed him until he was a year old, not wanting to give up the sweet sensations as he sucked rhythmically at her breast. When the time came for him to start nursery school, she helped him hang up his coat on the peg identified by a brown egg in a blue eggcup. Abandoning him amongst the other children, amongst the plasticine and the colouring books, it was as if she’d left him on his own to drown. Freddie was always happy. She and Hugh called him their ray of sunshine. He had only to come into their bedroom in the mornings, to run towards her out of the playground when she collected him, to brighten up the day.
         

Lilli immersed herself in books on child care. Later, on child guidance. She steered Freddie away from unsuitable toys and games, substituting those which would promote his mental and physical growth. She supervised and shaped him, like a young tree to be espaliered, nipping out unhealthy buds and encouraging the strong ones. Dedicating herself to her son, she instructed him in creative play, supervised his reading, and taught him how to swim. Leaning over his shoulder as he pored proudly over his paint box, she amended his damp offerings in which the rivers were yellow, the trees blue, and the meadows red. She took him to museums and art galleries where she was his eyes, to concerts where she was his ears. Conscious of the fact that he was an only child, she invited school friends to the house, making sure that he was never alone.
         

Hugh’s death, out of the blue on a summer’s day, was the end of what Lilli realised had been an idyll. Numb with shock, she played weeping fragments from Fauré’s Requiem for Hugh, but did not let Freddie attend his father’s funeral.

When she had pulled herself together she put an advertisement in the local paper offering piano tuition, and kept a home together for herself and Freddie. Her energy was consumed by her pupils. While Lilli was instructing them, Freddie played by himself in the kitchen. He preferred it to his nursery, notwithstanding the carefully chosen toys. He set places for the two of them for dinner, climbing up on a chair to the drawer, and putting the cutlery on the table upside down. Lilli chided him for handling the sharp knives and recited her favourite limerick about the ‘Old Man of Thermopylae’, who never did anything properly. When Freddie was 8 he made her a chocolate cake from the recipe corner in his comic, and by the time he was 10 he could turn out a passable meal. His school reports were poor. Could do better if he tried. Lilli drew up a timetable for his homework and declared the kitchen out of bounds.

Life as a single parent was an uphill struggle. Being the breadwinner was a Sisyphean task for which Lilli prayed daily for health and strength. She would have liked Freddie to follow his father into medicine. Freddie did not accept the assignment. As far as his musical education was concerned, Lilli tried to interest him in the piano, playing Chaminade’s ‘Autumn’ so that he could identify the rustling of the falling leaves, and Grieg’s ‘Wedding Day at Troldhaugen’, with its unmistakable ‘clip-clop’ of horses’ hooves which he pretended not to hear. When she struggled with him over ‘Für Elise’, he was heard to mutter, ‘Bloody Beethoven!’ – the only occasion on which she slapped him – and stubbornly refused to practise. She gave him a quarter-size violin, a set of drums, and a recorder, with the same result. When he came home from school with a mouth-organ from which he produced cacophonous sounds, she threw it away.
         

Lilli’s efforts were not completely wasted. From the age of 12 to the age of 18, Freddie’s pocket money was spent on records – Gerry Mulligan and Dave Brubeck – his passion was for jazz.

When Freddie left home for Cambridge, for Lilli it was like losing a limb. When, at his graduation, he had eyes only for Jane, it was a knife turning in her heart. The fact that he seemed unstoppable, that he progressed in what seemed no time from his first job in a bank to becoming vice-chairman of Sitwell Hunt International, compensated a little for the fact that he had grown up. As the years went by her relationship with her son altered. Whereas she had always looked after Freddie, now it was Freddie who looked after her. She knew that she was a trial. She could not be left alone because she was inclined to put the gas on and forget to light it. Sometimes she wandered out into the corridor and found herself unable to remember the number of her flat. It was Freddie who bore the burden of keeping her supplied with carers and was responsible for their salaries. Freddie who paid the rent.

Mrs Whatsername was peering at a photograph of Lilli. She was trying to reconcile her snowy-headed charge with the young pianist, her hair flowing like a dark waterfall onto her naked shoulders, her scarlet dress brightening up the platform of the Aeolian Hall. Lilli pointed towards the other photographs.
         

‘That’s me at the Albert Hall, after the Queen’s Hall was bombed…’ She hummed a few bars from a Strauss waltz. ‘Me in uniform, entertaining the troops during the war…’

The telephone bell wrenched Lilli from her past. She picked up the receiver. Freddie rang every morning to see how she had slept. Nine times out of ten she had not the slightest idea. She remembered that today was Freddie’s birthday and wished him many happy returns, then held her hand over the mouthpiece and eyed Mrs Williams. ‘My son wants to know what sort of night I had. What did you say your name was, dear?’



        

    
        
            

         

Four


Having decided upon Der Rosenkavalier, a young man’s opera, as being a suitable choice for his birthday, Freddie stood naked before the full-length mirror in his dressing-room, beat time to the music with his hairbrush, and considered the significance of reaching the age of 40. He felt no different now from when he had first come down from Cambridge, although before him was irrefutable evidence that this was not entirely true. His waistline had thickened and he no longer had 20/20 vision, but if he narrowed his eyes slightly and remembered to hold in his stomach, he could, albeit with some assistance from Charlie and from Douggie Hayward, forget about his age with its implications of mid-life crisis. Physically he was in good nick, and his effect upon women confirmed the fact that he was still sexually eligible. Although in financial terms he was living at the limits of an extremely large overdraft, the balance sheet of his life was healthily in credit. He was crazy about his wife, was proud of his children, loved his work and his home (in that order), and his 84-year-old mother, although increasingly a liability, was still going strong.

Humming to the ‘Walzerlied’, he opened the mahogany wardrobe in which his suits hung side by side, and selected a dark grey flannel with which, in honour of the day, he would wear a pink silk handkerchief and pink tie.

Jane, relying on the opera music, as she did every morning, to bring her back from the dead – Freddie said she had a PhD in sleeping – opened her eyes and watched his brisk movements with affection through the open door of the dressing-room.

‘Happy birthday, darling.’
         

Buttoning his shirt with one hand and reaching for his socks with the other, Freddie blew her a kiss.

‘Aren’t you going to open your cards?’

It was ten to eight. Freddie’s life was regulated by the clock. His internal alarm was accurate, and he checked only for affirmation as he divided his day into precise instalments. He was never late for an appointment. Never kept a client waiting. Never let his meetings run over. Having just successfully defended the high-profile, hostile takeover bid for Corinthian Hotels, he was anxious to get to the bank.
         

‘You open them for me.’

There was another matter, extremely serious, which had been brought to his notice while he had been locked in battle with Corinthian, and which now needed his most urgent attention.

‘You remember Bretton Corporation…?’

Jane held up a scalloped-edged birthday card bearing a picture of a cottage garden. It was dedicated to ‘darling Freddie’ in an unsteady hand.

‘From your mother.’

‘…one of our most valuable and longstanding clients…’

‘“For You Dad…”’

Freddie stopped what he was doing.

‘…A picture of a golfer. He looks a bit like you. Love and kisses…’

Freddie waited.

‘…from Rosina.’

‘Bretton Corporation suddenly withdrew all their business from Sitwell Hunt and moved it to another bank…’

‘“They say you’re only as old as you feel”, and inside…’ Jane opened the card. ‘…“It’s a lie!” James and Dos. Why?’

‘My guess is an alleged leak of confidential information…’
         

‘“Many Congratulations on your Fortieth Birthday”. A man fishing…’

‘…to a third party…’

‘Gordon and Margaret Sitwell.’

‘…Which has cost the bank several million pounds. At a time like this that is not good news.’

‘Who would do a thing like that?’

‘That’s what I intend to find out.’

Silencing Baron Ochs, and erupting into the bedroom with his two briefcases, his microcassette recorder, his telephone and his worry beads, Freddie flung them down on the bed while he riffled through the rest of the cards which were scattered on the quilt. Jane knew that he was looking for a card from Tristan.

‘I expect it will come in the second post.’

‘I expect he’s forgotten! Too damned lazy.’

‘He is in the middle of exams…’

‘You don’t have to make excuses.’

Employing diversionary tactics, Jane took a narrow box, wrapped in gold metallic paper, from beneath her pillow and handed it to Freddie. On the accompanying card which he removed from the envelope, a young couple sat beneath a palm tree on a desert island. ‘I can go for a long time without a lot of things but I can’t last a day without you.’ Jane’s signature was encircled by what he imagined – but had no time to count – were forty kisses. Inside the box was a chronograph engraved on the back with Freddie’s name and the date and ‘La Vie en Rose’. Jane fastened it over the golden hairs on his wrist as she explained that the watch, the very latest, had a perpetual calendar and moon phase up to the year 2499; that it could stop the time to an eighth of a second and calculate how many days there were in the month for centuries to come.
         

The warm, animal smell of her as he held her tightly to him and slid a hand beneath the ‘Happy Birthday’ T-shirt, made Freddie wish that he didn’t have to rush off. He released her reluctantly, touching her face still warm from sleep.
         

‘I’ll take a rain check…’ He was already in office mode.

Freddie’s credo was that if he served his clients well success would automatically follow. From the moment he arrived at the bank in the mornings, he operated hands-on throughout the day, and often, when he was engaged in an important transaction, stayed at his desk into the small hours. On call seven days a week, much of his weekend was spent either immersed in paperwork or on the telephone, which led Jane to accuse him, as he paced up and down, both of wearing out the carpet and being married to the bank. It was partly true. Much as he loved his family and derived comfort and satisfaction from the certainty that they were there when he needed them, his work was his life’s blood and he was content to leave the day-to-day decisions to Jane.
         

This did not bother Jane in the least. She did not find it demeaning to put a meal on the table for her husband and children (she used prepared foods tasting of cardboard boxes only in extremis), to make sure that their clothes were clean and ironed, and that there were always fresh flowers in the house. It never occurred to her to think of herself as just a housewife, and she saw absolutely no reason to sell herself short because the full-time job she did was voluntary with no tangible end product. Running a home required managerial and financial skills, a knowledge of cooking (and in her case corporate entertaining), a modicum of first aid, nursing and teaching, some understanding of psychology and philosophy and the ability to drive a car. She had no desire whatever to improve herself at evening classes, to follow an Open University course, or to don a suit with padded shoulders and pursue a career. She accepted as no big deal that women must make allowances for the psychological needs of men – in much the same way as they accommodated their bodies and their babies – and considered such accommodation to be the natural consequence of anatomy and destiny rather than the programmed responses of a slave.
         

Since they had moved to Regent’s Park, she had got the house to her liking, and now Tristan was away at school, Jane had turned her attentions to those in need. She was much in demand as a fund raiser by charitable organisations, to whose distinctive profiles she brought not only her personal charm but the techniques of the boardroom, and the use – with Freddie’s blessing – of her beautiful home.

Jane rearranged the pink handkerchief in Freddie’s top pocket as he leaned over the bed to gather up his belongings.

‘Don’t be late for the party –’

Freddie stopped her by covering her mouth with his own.

‘As if I would!’

‘Seven o’clock. Latest. Promise?’

‘Cross my heart,’ Freddie said.

His eyes met Jane’s in mutual understanding. He would ring her during the morning. No matter how busy he was.

He always did. Even his mother had had to admit that her beloved Freddie could not have chosen a better wife. From the early days of their marriage, by making her own clothes, wild and colourful (worn with outrageous hats or scarves twisted round her forehead, and tights which she dyed to match or clash with what she was wearing), running up curtains and cushion covers from material bought in Portobello market, and concocting inventive meals out of inexpensive ingredients (which they shared with appreciative friends who always returned home from an evening with the Lomaxes with the rosy glow of conviction that the world was a better place), Jane had managed not only always to look stunning, but to turn the two rooms of their rented flat into a home.
         

By the time they moved to Regent’s Park and there was money to complement her skills, she had got interior decoration down to a fine art.

The house in Chester Terrace behind its Nash exterior had been derelict when Freddie bought it. Under the aegis of the Crown Surveyor, Jane had devoted eighteen months to the renovation of its five floors. She had replaced the roof tiles, renewed rotted timbers, installed new electrical and plumbing services, and damp-proofed the basement. Together with her architect, keeping him up to scratch, she had ensured that the proportions of cement and sand used for the plastering were in accordance with requirements, that the joinery was accurate and the floorboards of the correct thickness. She had stood by vigilantly while the random workmen removed the original ironmongery, the keys and escutcheons, and carefully preserved them for eventual replacement. When the windows were finally refurbished, the floors relaid, and the skirtings replaced, she had set about the final embellishment.

The first-floor drawing-room overlooked the park. Given a free hand by Freddie, Jane had installed eighteenth-century panelling, and enhanced the grandeur of the room with a Louis XVI chimney piece topped by a massive gilt mirror. Having created her shell, which she decorated in shades of deep coral, she proceeded to furnish it with the glossy patina of antique pieces, Belgian tapestries, sofas piled high with richly embroidered cushions and the silk glow of Persian rugs. Double doors, left permanently open, allowed additional light to travel into the high-ceilinged room from the hall.
         

The dining-room, by contrast, was dark. By the use of spotlights and mirrors, and with a certain wry humour, Jane had turned it into a seraglio. She employed specialist craftsmen to paint the walls faux tortoiseshell, and had added a lacquered dado and cornice. Moulded cupboards housed her collection of china and porcelain and cunningly concealed the dumbwaiter, while fourteen chairs with leopard-skin seats, a black marble chimney piece, and Mexican amber glassware, completed the melodramatic setting for the Lomax dinner parties.

In the master bedroom with its king-sized bed, Jane, in a volte face, had used the faded tints of old prints – pastel-striped wallpaper, muted carpet, and delicate fabrics – to create an oasis of calm for herself and Freddie.

As far as Freddie was concerned his house, in addition to fulfilling his childhood dream, was an investment which was set to double in value within five years. Delivering it from its years of neglect, and restoring it to its former glory, not only made sound economic sense, but would provide a fitting setting for him in the future, when Gordon Sitwell retired and he became chairman of the bank.
         

In the kitchen Freddie found his daughter, in second-skin cycling shorts and a sleeveless Lycra top, the remains of the previous night’s mascara still round her eyes, plugged into her Walkman and inert at the table. There were grotesque blue tattoos, one of which looked like a poor representation of the Amazon rain forest, on her forearms.
         

‘Rosina…’

Without unplugging herself, Rosina spat on a finger and rubbed at the rain forest which disintegrated at her touch. She pushed a clumsily wrapped parcel towards Freddie. He assumed it was his birthday present.

Unwrapping the layers of recycled brown paper, followed by layers of newspaper, followed by layers of crumpled tissue paper, took him back to the game of pass the parcel which he had played as a small boy. Although Lilli pretended not to look as she played the piano for the circle of school friends who sat cross-legged on the floor, he knew that his mother deliberately took her hands off the keys whenever the many-layered package landed in his lap. Removing the final sheet of paper, Freddie came to a concertinaed cereal box. Inside it was a psychedelic, hand-painted glass paperweight. He assumed it had come from Camden Lock where Rosina had once sat on the kerb while a handsome Nigerian pulled the strands of her hair, one by one, through a hole in a sheet of cardboard and beaded them painstakingly. Kissing Rosina, who jumped up and down like an affectionate young puppy, and removing her clinging arms, Freddie put the pyramid into his briefcase. It would look very well on his desk.
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