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About the Book


Love triangles are always complex but in Bella’s case things are particularly so as she is married to both men in her triangle. Bella secretly married Stevie when they were at university, two big kids playing at being grown ups. When it all unravelled and reality hit, Bella simply left.

Years later, Bella met Philip and they fell in love. Still technically married, but desperately ashamed of her secret, Bella never found a way to tell Phil about Stevie. The moment has well and truly passed, as Bella and Phil are now married too.

Bella believes she can keep her past a secret – after all Stevie is no longer part of her life. That is until, her best friend Laura, introduces her new man to Bella and it’s none other than husband number one.
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      For my husband and my sister

   

1. Tomorrow is a Long Time


Sunday 9th May 2004


Bella


‘OK? I’ll call you tomorrow, Amelie. You’re OK, aren’t you?’


‘Yes,’ says Amelie with a sigh. Her tone isn’t reassuring.


I press the red button on the handset and disconnect my lovely friend. I’m left with an overwhelming sense of inadequacy and grief. Grief is so lonely. It stains everything it touches and builds huge divisive walls. I should know, my mother died of cancer when I was nine. I will never stop feeling cheated. I’d wanted to say something meaningful, calming, consoling and true to Amelie but I couldn’t. I’ve tried to find those words for nearly ten months now but they don’t exist. Sighing with frustration I push my fists into the sockets of my eyes and rub hard. When Amelie called, I’d just finished my night-time round of pelvic-floor exercises and I’d gritted my teeth through eight reps of stomach crunches. I was mid my cleanse, tone and moisturize routine but now I can’t find the emotional energy to continue. All that vanity stuff seems so pointless in the face of Amelie’s pain.


Loving is such a risk.


I look at my husband, Philip, who has fallen asleep while I was on the phone. He’s clasping a copy of The Economist. I turn on the bedside lamp and turn off the bright overhead light, ease the magazine out of his hand and kiss his forehead. I always love him even more after talking to my widowed friend; grief makes us selfish. I wish that every time I spoke to Amelie I didn’t think, ‘There but for the grace of God,’ but I do. Which probably means I’m not as nice a person as I’d like to be.


I nip around to my side of the bed, climb in next to Phil and hold tight to his strong, bulky body. My breathing slows down and I can’t feel my heart thud quite as furiously inside my chest. During my conversation with Amelie it raced so violently that I was convinced it was attempting an escape bid.


I often think my heart would like to escape.


Philip makes me feel safe. He’s nine years older than me, which is undoubtedly part of it. He is kind, respectful and thoughtful, even after sex. The men that I dated before Philip had not often been these things, even before sex. We met not quite two and a half years ago – I was working as a waitress in a cocktail bar, which makes me a tribute to a Human League song that I can barely remember but Philip enthuses about. An interesting dinner-party anecdote maybe, but working as a waitress in a cocktail bar is in fact a fairly grim existence. Philip is a highly successful City trader and while I’m not sure exactly what City traders do, I know that they get paid an awful lot of money to do it. So Philip charged into my life armed with the traditional gifts of dinners in fancy restaurants, flirty lingerie (wrapped in tissue paper and hidden in thick cardboard bags) and even the occasional meaningful CD and book. He also brought with him a new array of courtship tools. He was a grown-up. Philip talked about ISAs, pension plans and stocks and shares with the same passion as other men talk about football league tables, PlayStation and bottled beer. He remembered stuff I found difficult to retain, like when the hunk of junk I called a car needed to be squeezed through its MOT, or if my household insurance needed renewing, and his DIY knowledge actively turned me on.


When I met Philip I was, I suppose, a bit of a mess. The most substantial thing about me was my overdraft and my most meaningful relationship was with my bank manager. In fact, thinking about it, I hadn’t actually met my bank manager, so my most meaningful relationship was with the girl at the call centre (probably in Delhi) who I rang regularly to explain my latest embarrassment.


It wasn’t as though I squandered money on designer labels and expensive lotions and potions. I didn’t own much; not a flash car or a property. Not even a shoe collection; hard to believe, when you consider that most women who have been brought up on a diet of Sex and the City and Friends think that a to-die-for shoe collection and wardrobe is, well. . . to die for.


It wasn’t as though I’d been idle. I’d worked pretty much every day of my life since I graduated with my middle-of-the-road degree. The problem was I hadn’t been consistent in my career progression. I had been on the bottom rung of several career ladders but had never clambered to the top of any of them. The thing is, I don’t know what I want to do or be. I try to view it positively that, after several years, I can confirm that I don’t want to be an accountant (too many exams), a banker (I don’t like wearing suits), a calligrapher (anyway there isn’t much calling), a dental hygienist (other people’s mouths – yuk), something in PR or anything in the music industry. I still think being a chocolate buyer for Selfridges might be good but the opportunity has never arisen.


In fact fewer opportunities arise as the years pass. On leaving university starting and failing to complete one graduate trainee programme is acceptable but after several years of failing to finish any trainee programmes, potential employers became wary of what they (rightly) identify as my inability to commit.


I’d been seeing Phil for nineteen months when he popped the question. I like to round up and say two years; it sounds more. . . appropriate. Actually, he sort of blurted it rather than popped, in a very un-Philip moment. If I was a betting woman I’d have put money on Phil being the type of man to propose in a controlled environment, like a restaurant or in front of some significant building or beautiful sunset. I’d have guessed that he’d buy a ring in advance, go down on one knee and recite a rehearsed speech asking me to do him the honour etc etc. In fact he yelled over gushing water (he was wearing Marigold rubber gloves at the time). I think his exact words were, ‘We’d better get married before you cause any more trouble.’ How could a girl resist?


At the time I was flat-sitting for a flamboyant and wealthy fashion designer friend of Amelie’s, while she flittered around the globe to be inspired by spices in Morocco and sunsets in Cape Town, or similar. She had exactly the sort of job I could see myself being good at, even though I wasn’t sure what she did, it didn’t even sound like work to me (undoubtedly part of the attraction). Real work, as far as I am concerned, is a series of dull temp jobs and late-night shifts serving cocktails to wanker bankers.


I found the fashion designer’s Clerkenwell ‘space’ horribly intimidating. It was too trendy to be described as anything as mundane as a flat, which says it all. There were acres of glossy wooden floors and I thought the place would have benefited from a couple of cosy rugs. There were impressive skirting-board-to-ceiling windows which let in plenty of uplifting light but left me with as much privacy as a goldfish. And while stripping the palette to a single colour – white – apparently achieved ‘monochrome drama on a grand scale’, it was almost impossible to live with. Of course, I was grateful to be staying in such a stunning and stylized ‘space’ for a next-to-nothing rent but my gratitude was all about the rate not the stylized nature of the gaff. I’d never say so; it would be regarded as the epitome of crassness.


While my responsibilities were hardly tasking I did, disappointingly but somewhat predictably, manage to muck things up. I was charged with switching lights on and off, drawing blinds and setting alarms when I went out. I just had to live there, but all the same I found my position arduous. I was surrounded by white walls, white sheets, white settees, white crockery and white towels. All of them waiting for me to stain, spoil, scuff or spot. I lived in a state of perpetual nervousness for three months. Inevitably, the horror I imagined became a reality; I blocked the state-of-the-art waste disposal unit with the remnants of a very average Chinese takeaway and I left a tap running as I rushed out to work. I returned to find a blocked sink and a flooded kitchen.


Philip arrived thirty minutes after I called him. He unblocked the sink, mopped up the spill and assured me that he’d source, buy and refit the water-damaged kick boards and tiles. I agreed to marry him that instant.


Besides, while Philip was being photographed by speed cameras as he dashed to East London to help me, I took a call from Amelie, who with an eerie calmness – that I later identified as shock – told me that Ben, her partner for eleven years, had been knocked over by a bus.


What are the chances of that? You hear people say, ‘Go on then, I’ll have a second piece of cake. Sod the cholesterol, I might walk out of here and get knocked over by a bus.’ But no one expects to, do they? No more than we expect to be abducted by aliens or win the lottery. But he was. Dear, dear Ben. Exuberant, amusing, vibrant Ben was buying a copy of Esquire and a packet of chewing gum one moment and the next, he was dead.


It was the bus, not the blocked U-bend, that most encouraged me to accept Philip’s proposal but I never, ever acknowledge as much. Sadness and fear seem inappropriate reasons to accept a marriage proposal.




2. One Broken Heart for Sale


Laura


Although it is 10.45 p.m. I consider this a perfectly acceptable time to call my bezzie mate, Bella. She knows it takes me until about now to find space in my day to talk. It’s not that my friends are a low priority; it’s just that Eddie, my son, is four years old and while he appears more than moderately intelligent, he seems to have a deaf spot where certain phrases are concerned. ‘Can’t you amuse yourself for a moment? Mummy has to make a telephone call,’ and, ‘Time for bed,’ being the ones that spring most readily to mind.


I have tried to hold conversations while he’s still up and about, but my friends (particularly the child-free ones) find it infuriating that I never finish a sentence without having to break off to yell, ‘Don’t touch that!’ Or, ‘No, you can’t have a lollipop, eat an apple,’ which I say for the benefit of the person on the other end of the phone while I feed Eddie kilos of sweets in an effort to buy time for adult chatter. Even when Eddie does fall asleep the next couple of hours are lost in a blur of household duties.


Not that I am a domestic goddess. I wouldn’t like to mislead and give the impression that I am the sort of woman who pre-packs her kid’s lunch for kindie the night before it is actually needed. A lunch full of home-made goodies, organic whatsits and fruit and veggie thingies. I am (sadly) far more of a seat-of-my-pants type of girl. The chores that gobble up my time are scraping tomato sauce and leftover fish fingers from plastic plates into the bin, scraping yogurt from any and every surface that Eddie can reach in the flat, sticking a load of washing on, maybe doing a bit of ironing (if I can’t smooth the crinkles out by hand) and drinking at least half a bottle of wine. By the time the washing is on the spin cycle the wine has usually taken effect and I feel sufficiently cleansed of the day’s grime to call Bella.


We never run out of things to say. For quite some time we talked about my divorce and my bastard ex-husband, Oscar. Then we discussed Bella’s wedding and now, as neither of us is facing any particular life-changing event, we talk about what colour I should paint my bathroom and what colour she should paint her toenails.


It really doesn’t matter if I put a late call in, keep Bella up into the small hours of the morning, as she doesn’t have to get up for work or a demanding child. I won’t even try to pretend that I’m not jealous.


When I met Bella, over three years ago, things were very different. In those days she didn’t visit beauticians, expensive hairdressers, food nutritionists or the gym to fill her day. Between approximately 8.30 a.m. and 7.45 p.m. she was a lackey in some PR company because she had a vague notion that she wanted to ‘get into PR’. People kept telling her she’d be good at it. Not that she is a particularly good communicator but she is pretty and a disproportionate amount of pretty girls are advised that PR is the career for them. As these girls often labour under the mistaken belief that a career in PR means attending lots of swanky parties, they try it out for a while, despite having little genuine interest in the industry. This is the category Bella fell into.


Some evenings she did a bit of waitressing in a seedy cocktail bar and other evenings she did an IT course because someone had told her she needed to improve her PC skills. Once she cleared up the misunderstanding that PC stood for ‘personal computer’ and not ‘politically correct’ she enrolled for evening classes. She used to joke that she might as well be an IT girl if not an ‘it’ girl. At weekends she worked as a waitress in a café, which is where I met her.


In those days she was overworked, underpaid and not glossy. Now, the opposite is true.


I was newly separated from my husband. Oscar left when Eddie was six months old. He said he needed to find himself, which is male-coward-speak for, ‘I’ve met someone else.’ This left me in what the British would call ‘a tight spot’ and we guys from down under would call ‘up shit creek without a paddle’. My family were all thousands of miles and an expensive flight away. I’d packed in work just before Eddie was born, I didn’t know anyone well enough to ask them to come over and dish out the Kleenex. Most of my other friends were halves of couples that had been our friends and while many tried to be helpful and sympathetic about Oscar’s speedy exit, it was difficult. I felt I couldn’t talk to them in case they repeated things to their husbands who might let stuff slip to Oscar. For ‘talk’ read monstrously slag off, bitterly condemn and continually revile – obviously. Eddie was able to consume my hours with demands for food, nappy changes, cuddles and baths but he didn’t offer much in the way of feedback beyond ‘google ga, ma, ma, ma, ma, ma, ga ga’.


I was lonely.


Bella and I met just two months after the, frankly, gob-smacking catastrophic event. At that time the greatest distance I’d managed to wander from home was to the local child-friendly café in the high street. Its appeal was that I didn’t really have to make any effort at all there. All the customers had squealing babies or unruly toddlers. Looking rat-shit, rolls of post natal fat and gaunt, sleep-deprived faces were de rigueur. I was sure that I merged into the noisy fray and that’s what I wanted. Ideally, I’d have liked to fade away altogether; it’s a common state of mind when your marriage is done for. However, it appeared my trust in my camouflage (elasticized daks, grey face, and scungy hair) was misplaced. I still stood out. I discovered as much when one day a waitress (Bella) said to me, ‘You really are quite fucking miserable, aren’t you?’


I intended to ignore the comment and just move to another table. However, instinct and curiosity took over and I couldn’t resist a peek at the perpetrator of such an ‘out-there’ un-English comment. I looked up and was greeted by the broadest smile and biggest brown eyes; both assets were shimmering at me. For the first time in a couple of months I saw kindness.


‘Totally,’ I confessed.


Bella put a plate on to the table. There sat two large sticky buns, covered in icing sugar and cinnamon; they glistened temptingly. I felt disproportionately grateful. I hadn’t eaten much since Oscar had left. Or rather I’d eaten loads but nothing nice. I found going to the supermarket (chockers with happy housewives), an overwhelming task so I made do with whatever was in the house. At first I ate reasonably but as the freezer and cupboard resources depleted I found myself eating increasingly weird combinations, such as fillets of skinless, boneless fish (good) with cornflakes (slightly odd) or cold baked beans with spaghetti. That particular lunchtime I’d eaten a jar of anchovies and tinned rice pudding. My taste buds had been abused.


‘These are my favourite. I thought you’d like them,’ said the waitress, pointing to the buns.


‘Thanks,’ I muttered. Did I know this pretty woman with a dark, curly bob and a big grin? I didn’t think so but she was behaving as though we were friends.


‘Eat,’ she demanded. Obediently I picked up a bun and bit into it. Tiny flakes of cinnamon and sugar stuck to my lips. Warm dough melted on my tongue and it felt like heaven.


‘I’m Bella.’


I managed to mutter, ‘Laura,’ before I started to cry. Bella handed me a tissue. I think she’d used it but I didn’t care.


That was how Bella became my bezzie mate.


Bella and I recognized in one another certain similarities. Not that she had been abandoned by her husband and left holding the baby, far from it. Bella had never been married and from what I could gather, back then, she wasn’t capable of staying interested in a relationship with a guy much longer than the initial three-month oh-la-la stage. But we were both travellers, both searching for something.


I was born in Wollongong, Australia. It has everything a girl could ask for; a big port and a smelting and steel plant. Wollongong is the Oz aesthetic equivalent of Slough. Or so I’m told; I haven’t been to Slough so I might be doing one or the other of the two places a disservice. I’m the youngest of four children. My older brothers and sister all grew up gracefully, sat and passed exams, went away to uni, moved back home, married the neighbours and settled down to live the same lives as my parents had lived.


For as long as I can remember I have wanted more. Not more money. When I was growing up we always had enough money but not too much, and as a consequence I’ve never given money much thought. I wanted more experiences. I wanted to see more, do more, feel, taste and touch more. I didn’t go to uni: instead of getting a degree I got several part-time jobs and started to save up for a ticket that would take me around the world. I wanted to see the Taj Mahal, the Empire State Building, the Eiffel Tower and all those other monuments that end up inside plastic domes that scatter snow.


I wanted to meet different people from the ones in my neighbourhood; who were very lovely but scarily similar, in a Stepford wives sort of way. I left Oz in 1993, aged twenty-one, and set off on my big adventure. In truth, most twenty-one-year-olds embark on an adventure; it’s called life. But my adventure seemed to be more significant, more vital because it was mine.


I worked my way across Europe. And it was every bit pure gold, just as I’d imagined, and sometimes it was as terrible as my poor mum feared. The highlights included working in a circus – not that I was doing anything exotic like a trapeze artist or a flame thrower – I sold tickets and mucked out elephants. Another highlight was meeting a French lesbian who became a great mate. Briefly I wondered if we should become lovers, just for the experience, but she introduced me to her brother who was just like her but with a dick so I had a thing with him instead. I saw the Eiffel Tower, the Vatican and the tulip fields in Holland. The low lights included being employed as a dunny cleaner in public loos in Spain and sleeping on a floor for three nights in Florence train station because I couldn’t get a job and I’d run out of money. Best not dwell.


I met myriad people; some fascinating, some so dull they brought on rigor mortis, some astute – I’ll always remember their soundbites of wisdom. Some were totally nong yet their nonsensical chatter pops into my head at inconvenient moments. In 1998, aged twenty-six, I met Oscar. I’d never believed I was looking for ‘the one’, that my search and wanderlust were born from something as prosaic as that. But when I met him I thought I heard the pieces of my life drop into place.


Oscar was twenty-eight, just two years older than me but he seemed the epitome of grown-up sophistication. He owned his own flat, a small one-bedroom thing, above a dry-cleaner’s in Fulham. He had a car. He threw dinner parties. It was only a few short months before he suggested that it was time for me to hang up my travelling boots and hinted that maybe he could swing a job for me as a receptionist at the media buying company he worked for. I never saw the Empire State Building or the Taj Mahal.


Not that I had a problem with that at the time because I felt a seismic shift. Something like relief washed over me and I hastily agreed. I believed that meeting the love of my life had answered all my questions and needs. And he had to be the love of my life, didn’t he? He was clever enough, good looking enough and even though he hadn’t travelled (because you can’t class two-week package holidays to Crete or Ibiza as travel) he seemed happy enough to listen to my boisterous recounting of adventures and I fancied him so much I practically fizzed when he walked into the room. It seemed like love to me.


Three years, a white wedding, a baby boy and a decree absolute later I realized I was still on life’s journey. Far from Oscar answering all my questions, his existence just forced me to ask new, harder ones.


Bella hadn’t actually worn out her passport and crossed continents like I had but she was always seeking out new experiences too; she was a stone that gathered no moss. Bella looked Latin although born in Scotland and had moved to London in her early twenties. I’m not sure how she passed her time before that, she doesn’t yak about her family much. My guess is that she has a perfectly respectable middle-class background and a respectable 2:2 degree to boot. This hardly fits in with the bohemian lifestyle that she likes to pursue and portray so she is tight-lipped about her teen years.


We bonded because we were broke and knew well the tedium of temping. We bonded because we soon discovered that we love a decent paperback, our Boots loyalty cards, window shopping and white wine. We bonded because we believe you have to laugh or else you’d cry and we believe that there’s something in horoscopes. We bonded because Bella said nice things about my son (even while he was in his buggy and asleep she noticed his above-average intelligence and creative temperament). We bonded because, in short, she is kind.


Bella’s line rings. She picks up the handset quickly. Philip is probably asleep and she won’t want to wake him.


‘Hiya.’ I don’t need to introduce myself.




3. I Need Somebody to Lean On


Monday 10th May 2004


Bella


Philip has already eaten half a grapefruit and two slices of wholemeal toast by the time I make it to the kitchen. He is standing at the sink rinsing his plates before he stacks them in the dishwasher. He does this because, he tells me, a build-up of crumbs, rice or even tomato sauce will eventually cause the dishwasher to break and, he points out, nobody likes putting their hand in the filter bit to scoop out soggy spaghetti or peas. He is undoubtedly right but still I am aware that I rarely rinse. He smiles and pats his hands on a tea towel before turning his attention to brewing me a cup of the strong, black, Colombian coffee that I need to kick-start my morning.


‘You didn’t need to get up,’ he says. ‘It’s not yet seven.’


It’s true that I don’t need to get up, I’m officially resting, that much Philip and I agree on. What I am resting from and for is far more complex. I think I am resting from a lifetime of catapulting from unsuitable job to unsuitable job. I live in hope that a bit of ‘me-time’ will give me the necessary space to discover my vocation. Philip thinks I am resting to prepare my body for pregnancy. Look, he might be right. I might conclude the same after my ‘me-time’. Or I might not. I have issues. It’s complex.


I can see that some kids are nice kids. My friends’ kids, for example. Amelie’s eight-year-old, Freya, and six-year-old Davey, and Laura’s Eddie, are ‘nice kids’. If they weren’t I probably wouldn’t see their mums or at least not until the children were safely tucked up in bed. If, one day, I was ever to have kids I’d definitely want ‘nice ones’, like Freya, Davey and Eddie. But ‘if’ and ‘one day’ are the phrases I’m most likely to use when I talk about kids, whereas Philip has chosen names and picked out schools for an entire football team.


I keep telling him there’s no rush, I’m just thirty. Phil and my friends view my considered approach out of character; I’m famed for making rash decisions (few of which, in retrospect, are ever too brilliant, which is my point). In the past I changed job and home with the same frequency as other people change their sheets. Historically, I haven’t been too reliable with men either. So, I’m rather proud of my cautious and considered approach to motherhood. Philip doesn’t see it that way; he thinks I’m being obstreperous. We’ve been married just shy of six months and in his ideal world I would now be five months up the duff. I’m just getting used to ordering for two when I ring the pizza delivery guy.


‘I like getting up to see you off to work,’ I smile and I plant a fat kiss on Phil’s lips. He pats my bum and grins appreciatively. Secretly, he likes the fact that I always scramble out of bed to wave him off to work in the mornings; he values any effort I make. I yawn widely.


‘Were you on the phone to Amelie until late last night?’ he asks.


I nod. ‘Amelie and then Laura.’


‘How are they?’


‘Amelie was a bit quiet. It was Ben’s birthday yesterday. He would have been thirty-seven.’


‘That poor woman. She’s done so well.’


‘I know. She’s endured Christmas, the children’s birthdays, her birthday. It’s so sad, isn’t it? Previously, these were such joyous occasions, now they are just horrible days she has to get through. It just keeps going on and on.’


I met Amelie Gordon six years ago when I got a job as a cleaner and general dogsbody at Richmond Rep Theatre. At that time I had a vague notion that I might like to ‘get into theatre’, perhaps be a make-up artist or a set designer. Ben was a playwright and, that season, Amelie was producing one of his plays. It soon became apparent to me that Amelie was a trooper. Not only had she just given birth to Davey but she managed everything from ticket sales to resolving artistic differences between the cast. She even rolled up her sleeves and painted scenery alongside me. Lots of Ben’s success can be attributed to Amelie’s talents and dedication.


Amelie is the sort who glares back at the bullying brutality and realities of life with courage and humour. I haven’t got the same va-va-voom. I’m not a shrinking violet but then nor am I the sort of woman who faces problems full on. When inevitable difficulties or even inconveniences come my way, I try to ignore them. I can be very boy-like. I fill my life with inconsequential concerns; I dance, duck and dive past harsh realities. I used to hate it when it came to handing in my notice, however frequently I did it. Invariably I’d resort to sending an e-mail as I walked out of the office on Friday night. Neither I nor my staple gun was ever to be seen again. I was also a bit of a wuss when it came to giving guys the elbow. I’d ignore calls, break dates and let bunches of flowers wilt rather than say that I didn’t fancy someone any longer.


If Amelie is an owl, then I’m an ostrich and my friend Laura is a swan. She’d tell you she is a duck because her self-esteem isn’t what it should be. But she is a swan.


Even though Amelie is one of my best friends I was astounded when she came to my wedding only months after she lost Ben. Throughout the day, if I caught her eye, guilt slashed me to the bone. It seemed irresponsible to be pretty and happy in front of Amelie who, despite the disguise of a wide crimson hat, was clearly stricken. If I had been in her position I’d have sat at home with a big box of tissues and an even bigger box of tranquillizers. But Amelie came to the wedding and behaved with unimaginable dignity, bravery and poise. She embodies the twenty-first-century equivalent of the British war spirit. I live in awe of her.


‘Things will get easier for her,’ says Philip. He kisses the top of my head.


‘And will Laura meet the man of her dreams and fall head over heels in love?’


‘Definitely,’ grins Phil.


I love his calm, confident responses. Whenever I talk to Amelie I cannot imagine her grief fading and it’s hard to imagine the man who will make Laura happy; for one thing she never meets a soul. But when I talk to Philip I do believe their lives will be joyful again.


Phil and I are not alike yet we are well suited. His ambition complements my lack of it. His direction and drive have stopped me meandering aimlessly and I was in serious danger of doing that, ad infinitum. My gregarious nature compensates for his shyer moments. My dress sense has saved him from being labelled a young fogey. And he makes a perfect cup of coffee.


‘What are your plans today?’


‘I’m meeting Laura for a coffee. I’ll probably go to the gym and I’m thinking of tidying out my winter wardrobe. Bagging stuff up for the charity shops, deciding what I’ll need to buy for the summer.’ I try to sound as industrious as possible despite my day being essentially one of mooching and lolling. Philip has the good grace not to notice my idleness, or at least, not to comment on it.


‘Sounds fun. I’m going to shave.’


‘Kiss me,’ I demand.


‘I’ll scratch you,’ he warns.


‘I don’t care.’


We kiss and I know I am the luckiest woman on the planet.




4. Money Honey


Laura


This morning, like most mornings, I got up approximately two hours before I woke up. Eddie’s disregard for sleep is directly proportional to my dire need for it. I operate in a zombie-state. I can sing, recite rhymes, answer an unending string of ‘why’ questions and still not be fully conscious.


I try to keep Eddie in either my or his bedroom until at least 6 a.m. when kids’ TV starts, then I let him charge, like a cork from a champagne bottle, into the sitting room. I leave him alone with the remote (mastered aged two) and I return to patchy sleep, often interrupted as I hear him switch from Noddy to Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. I can hear him stampede around the room insisting that some imaginary baddie die. I long for thicker walls. Not that thicker walls would mean my child would display fewer signs of delinquency, but at least I wouldn’t be as aware of them.


At seven I drag myself into the shower and turn the water on full blast. It’s freezing cold which makes me scream.


‘Problem, Mummy?’ asks Eddie with his trademark composure.


It strikes me that currently Eddie has no concept of real problems. Happily, he still lives in the state of nirvana where I can solve any problem by proffering an ice cream or agreeing to take him to the park on his bike. I wonder how I’ll cope with him enduring any difficulty as he grows up. My heart almost breaks when I think that some floozy, one day, might bin him because his car is not cool or because he can’t dance. I already want to rip off the heads of little morons who don’t play nicely with him in the playground.


‘No problem, just cold,’ I mutter, as I towel dry and plunge one foot into a trouser leg. ‘No hot water, again,’ I add. Eddie could not care less. I know I’ll be lucky if I get to slosh a sponge around his face before he goes to kindie, he has a predisposition towards filth. ‘The bloody builders must have altered the timer,’ I mutter.


‘Bloody builders,’ he echoes, which makes me think I ought to look for someone else with whom I can discuss the trials and tribulations of having building work done.


The builders arrive just as I am dragging a comb through Eddie’s hair and trying to close the deal on the contents of his lunch box. He wants to pack jam sandwiches, biscuits and a slice of chocolate fudge cake. I open my pitch with ham sandwiches, an apple and a yogurt. I already know that we’ll settle on ham sandwiches, biscuits and the fudge cake. He’s by far the better negotiator.


They arrive at exactly 8.30 every morning. This is half an hour later than we agreed the preceding evening. As soon as they arrive, Henryk the foreman reiterates his all-too-familiar lecture on the importance of punctuality. This immediately disarms me and I lose my ability to point out that he’s late, which is of course his intention.


I shrug mentally, and reason that 8.30 a.m. is early for the appearance of a builder, no matter what time we agreed. Besides, they defy stereotype by being clean-ish, tidy-ish and very thorough. They do, however, revert to type in so much as they have now camped with me for a total of three months when initially I thought I’d be enjoying their company for four weeks, tops. Henryk likes to chat to me; he’s Polish and enjoys practising his English and because I’m short on adult company I encouraged this for a while. But, it transpires, Henryk can chatter for an Olympic sport, which is one of the reasons that the job is taking longer than estimated.


The second reason is there are plenty of things to fix in my dilapidated two-bedroom flat, and Henryk and his team keep finding them. ‘Builders’ is a catch-all phrase; they are electricians/plumbers/decorators/general ‘all-rounders’. When I mentioned as much to my father, on my bi-weekly telephone call to Wollongong, he said the phrase that came to mind was ‘jack of all trades, master of none’. I didn’t find this helpful. Then he asked if I was paying them by the hour, as if I were some sort of an idiot. Dad also questioned whether all the work was strictly necessary. Annoyingly, the answer is yes. Henryk is not a cowboy. The things that he points out as ugly, dysfunctional or impractical in my home are just that.


I think Dad was just a bit jealous because I described Henryk as the bane and saviour of my life. Clearly, a parental role. Dad pointed out that as a qualified plumber, he could do all the jobs for free. I reminded him that, while this was excellent in theory, we live on separate continents and the flight would cost more than Henryk’s bill. Sadly, I doubt this to be the case and besides, both my father and I know that he doesn’t want to fly to the UK, he and my mum want me to fly home. They’ve wanted this since they saw me disappear through passport control back in 1993. The ferocity of their desire increased when Eddie was born and again when Oscar split. As they are not especially demanding parents I feel all the more mean for denying them this one thing.


Henryk is in his early fifties. He has a moustache and a paunch. I mention this immediately not because I’m particularly shallow and judge people by the way they look but because Bella is and does. I was verbose in my praise of Henryk, so delighted was I to find someone who could and would stop my leaking shower and unblock my toilet, and Bella became convinced that I fancied him when I started to refer to him as ‘Big H’. She said my giving him a nickname was proof positive that I fancied him. I found this very depressing. No disrespect, he’s fair dinkum but I think of him as a father figure. Clearly, my best mate sees me as a sad divorcee who fancies her tradesmen. Bleak moment.


Henryk is clever. He has about a dozen degrees, as most Eastern Europeans seem to, and over the months of chatting I’ve learnt that he has an understanding of literature, art and history that would allow him to hold an intelligent debate with the guys at Sotheby’s. He’s cheerful and has a twinkle in his eye. OK, he might have been fun in another century, even attractive, but I don’t, don’t, don’t fancy him.


Clear?


I make him and his team a cup of tea and give in to the inevitability of being late dropping Eddie off at kindie. Henryk is complaining about the stupidity of some housewife or other, who has three times changed her mind about the tiles she wants in her bathroom. I already resent the woman, assuming that she’ll be choosing between phenomenally expensive textured slate, classy marble or criminally priced mosaic. I went for bog-standard white ceramic with a blue trim which looks quite pretty but I ached for mosaics like you see in the loo of really trendy pubs. Or at least, I think you do. It’s been a while since I went to a really trendy pub. The loo might be decorated with oak panels again for all I know, mosaic might be passé.


Suddenly Big H changes tack, ‘You’re happy with that door?’ We both stare at my front door, the one that opens out on to the corridor of my apartment block.


‘Yes,’ I mutter defensively, sure that admitting as much has exposed some appalling ignorance or at the very least a frightening lapse in taste.


Big H shakes his head and tuts. I look at the door again.


‘Maybe it could do with a lick of paint,’ I concede. Henryk is not comforted.


‘You’re happy with gap, causing draught? Heat escaping?’ he asks with incredulity.


‘The gap?’ I ask.


‘Gap under letter box and at the top of door. It’s been hung incorrectly. Monkeys. Look at your floor.’


It’s horribly scratched. I’d noticed it before but blithely accepted it just as I accept so many imperfections in the way I run my life. I don’t floss on a daily basis. Neither Eddie nor I eat five portions of fruit and veg every day; we average about four every other day. I’m only human.


I look at the letter box. The gap is growing in front of my very eyes. Suddenly, I am ambushed by a vision of my hard-earned cash flying out. Ten-, twenty-, fifty-pound notes fluttering away down the stairwell.


I sigh and ask him if he can fix it. He says he can and will. He has the sense not to scare me by telling me what it will cost. Nor have I any idea how much it cost me for him to fix the banging radiator or the flickering lights in Eddie’s room. I wonder when he will present the bill and how much cash selling my body would raise (we have no family silver). I doubt it would cover it so I instantly decide against it. Besides, I’d rather do overtime than show anyone my naked body. It’s a long time since it was exposed to anything more radical than the communal showers at the swimming pool.


I break free from Henryk and dash to drop Eddie off at kindie. He goes there Monday mornings and all day on Tuesday, Wednesday and Friday, so that I can work as a receptionist at the local doctor’s surgery for three days a week and act like a normal, independent human being on one morning; Monday – when I meet Bella for coffee. It kicks off my week with a high point and gives her something to get out of bed for; without our date she’d probably be languishing there on a Friday.


Big H’s chatter means that there is no chance of my running a comb through my hair or dabbing on some lipstick. It is probably a good thing that my only dates are with girlfriends to drink coffee. Messy hair and a harassed expression are hardly this season’s ‘must-haves’.




5. How’s the World Treating You?


Bella


Laura is late but only forty-five minutes, which for her isn’t too bad. What do I care? The treadmill at the gym won’t get arsey if I don’t turn up.


She bursts into Starbucks with more enthusiasm than the venue deserves. I know some nice Starbucks, which have managed to remain intimate despite the cookie-cut approach to decor; this isn’t one of them. This building used to be a butcher’s and I am sure I can still smell the blood. It isn’t the right shape to accommodate a long bar and leave space for clusters of tables and chairs; necessary to facilitate gossip and giggles. The chairs fall into an awkward line and always need shuffling.


‘Morning,’ says Laura. She bends and kisses my cheek. One not two because we don’t work in the media and neither of us is French.


‘You look lovely,’ I say.


‘I look terrible,’ she states with no self-pity.


Neither of us is accurate. She looks OK. She could look lovely. She could be a total babe but usually she looks like what she is, a fraught mum. Her babe status would be immediately more attainable if she stood up straight. She’s tall, about five ten. I’m not quite five two. Clearly, God gave her the extra four inches that were supposed to come my way. A clerical error among the angels, no doubt. She doesn’t know how wonderful it is to be tall. She doesn’t understand the frustration of not being able to see your way to the bar in a busy club or having to lop a good four inches off every pair of trousers purchased.


I’d love it if she was able to somehow recapture the magnificence I have seen evidence of. Old photos of Laura in her early twenties show a curvy woman, with big breasts, strong shoulders and thighs. I think Laura started to shrink after Eddie was born. By the time he was two years old he weighed three stone and Laura had lost the same amount. Every spare scrap of fat and flesh seemed to fall and melt from her. When Oscar left she seemed to lose height too. She stoops so badly now that her shoulders almost meet in the middle of her chest.


Laura also has lovely hair; naturally blonde and curly. She generally scrapes it back into a functional, no-nonsense ponytail. On the rare occasion when she lets it escape it bounces energetically around her face, in a mass of intoxicating ringlets which bring her sprinkling of freckles to life. Her curls defy the truth of her life as they insist everything is fun and merriment, one long crazy giggle. I think this is why she keeps her hair tied up; she doesn’t like to be sardonic. Today she is wearing a T-shirt I haven’t seen before and I feel it’s polite to acknowledge it. ‘Nice top.’


Laura grins, ‘It is, isn’t it? I got it in Top Shop. You know how cool their stuff is.’


I do. We used to shop there together. Saturday mornings would be spent pawing over the messy rails of disposable fashion. We would arm-wrestle for the last pair of (deeply unsuitable) purple hot pants. We’d take turns at guarding Eddie’s pushchair and trying on shimmery, flimsy tops and pretty embroidered skirts. It was a fun way to spend thirty quid.


We don’t see as much of each other at weekends now. Laura and Eddie sometimes pop by on a Sunday morning but Saturdays are for me and Philip. I sometimes feel a bit guilty about this but Laura assures me there is nothing to feel bad about. She insists that I should spend time with my husband, that it is ‘only right’. I love being with Phil so in that sense it is ‘only right’ but somehow, when Laura says as much, she manages to sound more traditional than Mary Whitehouse.


‘Why do we meet here?’ asks Laura. ‘There are dozens of lovely little coffee shops in Wimbledon or Shepherd’s Bush and Starbucks is so soulless.’


‘Because it’s central for us both and we’ve tried the wee independents and they sell tepid instant coffee,’ I remind her.


‘Oh yes, why aren’t things like I imagine them to be?’ She grins.


‘Rough morning?’ I ask sympathetically. Despite the new T-shirt and almost permanent smile both Laura and I know that her lot is not a carefree one. It would be patronizing if I totally bought into her cheery persona.


‘Not especially. Except when I dropped Eddie off at kindie he clung to me and sobbed.’


‘I thought he was settled.’


‘He was. He is. He’s probably just playing me.’ Laura carries more Catholic guilt than the Pope and she’s not even Catholic. ‘When he sobs I forget that his kindie is a perfectly pleasant place and that the carers do actually care. I imagine it to be a fascist dictatorship, where tearing out fingernails is an acceptable response to a four-year-old refusing to eat his carrots.’


I pat her hand.


‘He seemed so distraught this morning that I seriously considered making a run for it.’


‘Did you?’


‘No. Eddie’s key care worker, Linda, scooped him into her large breasts.’


‘Did he smile appreciatively?’ I ask.


‘No, he’s about twelve years too young. He just looked at me with his sad, blue eyes. Linda firmly and fairly declared that it is “silly to be clingy”.’


‘Bit harsh, he’s only a tot,’ I comment sympathetically.


‘She was talking to me,’ explains Laura with a grin.


I go to the counter and buy two more coffees and a blueberry muffin each. We always wait until our second coffee before we eat cake. Our ritual puts me in mind of my mum, who would never let alcohol pass her lips until after 7 p.m. She insisted it was important to have ‘standards’. Her approach was rare. Like me, she was born and bred in Kirkspey, a small village in a colourless, dreary corner of the north-east of Scotland: a community that historically had been dependent on the fishing industry. In Kirkspey whisky was known as ‘the water of life’ and was as appreciated as mother’s milk. I guess it dulled the pain and terror of the ever-present threat of injury or death. Events that were dreaded but not unexpected in a fishing town. Now, the area is blighted by drug addiction, high unemployment and incurable economic decline. You can’t spit without hitting a forsaken boatyard but the passion for ‘the water of life’ is unabated. If anything it’s more ferocious. I mean, I enjoy a glass or two with friends (well, three or four sometimes) but in Kirkspey I’d be regarded as pretty much teetotal.


In Kirkspey, riotous mood swings, unjustified insult, physical and verbal invective against strangers, vomiting and urinating in the streets, self-harm, lewd exposure, memory blackout and insolvency are rife. All because too many people worship ‘the water of life’ and don’t have my mum’s ‘standards’. Blueberry muffins, of course, are a lot less damaging.


‘You know what you need?’ I ask Laura, pushing all thoughts of Kirkspey from my head, not a difficult task as I’m practised at doing so.


‘A six-foot-two, handsome millionaire, who dotes on my every word and wants to make an honest woman of me,’ answers Laura succinctly.


‘I wasn’t going to say that.’


‘Good thing – you got the last one of those. Lucky bint.’


‘I was going to suggest a night out.’


‘I can’t afford it.’


I am used to Laura’s stock answers: she has been reeling them out for all of the three years I have known her and has recited them with increased vigour since I married Philip. When we were both on the pull she was prepared to launch herself into bars, pubs and clubs every second Friday but she is much more reluctant now. Who can blame her? It’s a disaster movie out there.


‘We don’t have to go anywhere expensive,’ I counter.


‘But even if the venue is cheapo I have to pay a babysitter, that’s if I can find one who doesn’t come with a million terms and conditions. The last babysitter specified which takeaway pizza supplier she wanted and she wouldn’t let me record Footballers’ Wives because she wanted to watch it and tape the other side!’


I’ve heard this before; it is shocking.


‘You could come to my place, bring Eddie. We could open a couple of bottles of wine.’


‘But the cost of a cab home.’


‘Stay.’


‘I’d be in the way. Philip works hard – he doesn’t want to come home to a house full.’


‘Philip is away most of this week and won’t be back until very late Friday night. I could do with the company.’ I can see that she is tempted. She’s probably thinking how delightful it will be to live in a dust and power-tool-free environment for twenty-four hours. I seal the deal by adding, ‘I think Amelie could do with a night out too.’


Laura looks at once thrilled and stricken but agrees immediately. She’s thrilled at the idea of a girls’ night in/out and stricken at the mention of Amelie’s name. Amelie’s loss has that effect on everyone. In our heads we both refer to her as ‘poor Amelie’ and occasionally we slip up and do so out loud, although Amelie would be outraged to know we feel like this.


We agree to meet on Friday and then I pull a copy of Heat from my bag. We dive into it, hungry for our gossip fix. I buy this mag religiously on the day of publication, and, in a unique act of friendship, I don’t even peek inside it until I see Laura so that we can take a virgin look together. This isn’t a completely unselfish act as she always comes up with the most amusing and scathing comments. The conversation turns to the rash of B-list celebrities exposing their pregnancy bumps.


‘Hers is nice,’ comments Laura.


‘It turns my stomach. Not just because they’ll use their fertility to secure a few column inches, but because they look so gross and don’t seem to know it.’


‘You’ll feel differently when it’s you,’ grins Laura and then she does that thing that so many people have started to do since I married Philip. She gives me a knowing wink.


I bite into my muffin and concentrate on the sweetness because unaccountably I can suddenly taste fear.




6. Guitar Man


Laura


Bella and I leave Starbucks together and stop for a minute or two to look in the window of a shop that sells children’s T-shirts with funny slogans such as ‘Granny Target’ and ‘Been Inside for Nine Months’. I resist buying Eddie the one with ‘Mummy’s Little Man’ emblazoned across the front. Mostly because it is true and therefore seriously unfunny.


Eddie is my utter love and the only reason I don’t completely hate Oscar is that he had something to do with Eddie’s existence, although I don’t dwell on exactly what that involvement entailed. I sometimes worry that I love my child too much. It might have been better if Oscar had left me with two children (a girl, perhaps) so I could have spread my love a little more evenly and Eddie would not grow up thinking that the world revolves around him. But then, imagine the extra washing and the increased chances of standing on those tiny little bits of Lego in bare feet (there is no pain like it).


I leave Bella sauntering towards Soho where, no doubt, she’ll spend a couple of hours gazing in shop windows at the retro film posters, cute stationery and large silver dildos. I tear off in the opposite direction and head for the tube. We were having such a great time being cruel to celebrities that I’d completely lost track of time. I now have only thirty-five minutes before I’m supposed to collect Eddie. I hate being late for pick-up. Besides the haughty looks that rain down on me from the kindie staff and the enormous fine (they charge an extra £7.50 for each unscheduled hour, or part hour) the biggest punishment is catching sight of Eddie’s face. There is a huge stigma attached to being the last child that is picked up. I know that the shame is only ever a delayed tube away.


I dash down the first escalator towards the depths of the Piccadilly line. Halfway down my sense of urgency is hijacked by Elvis. Not the real Elvis. I know he’s dead. But someone singing as though he were Elvis. ‘All Shook Up’ bounces up the escalator and I find that I am playfully tapping my toes and gently patting my fingers against my hip. If I’d been in the privacy of my own sitting room I would undoubtedly have been clicking my fingers and shaking my hips with real enthusiasm. Remarkable, when you consider that the sentiment could not be further from my reality. I am not in love and I can’t remember when last someone left me aquiver except with anger or disappointment. Yet, it’s impossible not to smile and sing along. It doesn’t surprise me that Elvis songs are still played at just about every wedding reception even thirty years after his death. Elvis was put on this earth to make it better for all of us. I’m not fanatical. I don’t own a pair of sparkly gold sunglasses, just the CD, Elvis’ 30 #1 Hits. Someone bought it for me for Christmas, a few years back, and I played it all Boxing Day, although I think that was the last time I played it.


The music stops abruptly. The busker is being moved on. Some are supported by London Underground; certain areas of some platforms have been declared official busking sites. I imagine you have to apply to perform there; clearly the Elvis guy hasn’t.


As I mount the second escalator I can see an official insisting that the busker pack up and move on. I notice that the guy has a guitar which surprises me. He really is good; I’d assumed he was singing along to a beatbox. It’s a shame he’s been made to move. He was only brightening commuters’ day.


I flash a sympathetic half-grin/half-shrug at him as I pass and comment, ‘Really cool, thanks,’ and flick a pound coin into his open guitar case. The official stares at me and mutters that busking is illegal. I flash him a look that tells him I don’t care.


The tube arrives within a remarkable three minutes and, more surprising still, there are empty seats. I fling myself into one and rummage in my bag for my novel. Someone sits next to me. This is not a good sign. Only nutters choose to huddle up when there’s plenty of space. I steadfastly refuse to look up.


‘Thanks for your support,’ says the nutter.


I take a sneaky glance around the carriage to see if he might be talking to anyone else. This frail hope disappears when I see that there isn’t anyone else at this end of the carriage. Bad news on two counts. First, the nutter must be addressing me and, second, there’s no one to help me if the situation turns nasty. I’m not a pessimist but if a complete stranger talks to you on the tube the chances are the situation is going to turn nasty. I didn’t always understand this urban law. When I arrived from Oz I would innocently insist on commenting ‘g’day’ to complete strangers. I noticed that they always changed seats or got off at the next stop. It didn’t take me long to realize that speaking to strangers on tubes wasn’t so much considered a break in etiquette, more like a certifiable act.


‘I feel I owe you a quid, though. You didn’t really get chance to listen. Hardly what you’d call value for money.’


I look up and recognize the guitar case before I recognize the busker, to whom I hadn’t given much more than a cursory grin.


‘That’s OK,’ I reply cautiously. I’m not prepared to be overly friendly. Just because he’s a busker doesn’t exempt him from being mad. In fact, I’d have thought that anyone who was trying to make a living off the charity and generosity of Londoners probably does have a screw loose.


The busker grins and holds out his hand, ‘Stevie Jones, pleased to meet you.’


I decide it would be rude not to shake his hand at exactly the same time that I decide Stevie Jones has the most beautiful smile I have ever seen. His eyes aren’t bad either. The smile breaks across his face creating a similar sensation to that of cracking an egg in a frying pan. I love that moment. The moment when the frail shell snaps under the pressure of my fingers and the egg metamorphoses into something that promises imminent yumminess. It’s a moment of change, expectancy and release. Stevie Jones’s smile is the same.


‘Laura Ingalls,’ I reply. Fireworks explode in my knickers. Wey-hey, sexual attraction. Undeniable. I am completely shocked by this. I am, after all, wearing prosaic grey/white cotton numbers that were not designed to entertain flutters of any description. More, I’d forgotten that my body was capable of entertaining flutters. I have come to think of it as a vessel for food and something for Eddie to cling to and climb on. How odd.


‘Laura Ingalls? You’re kidding,’ he laughs.


‘No, I’m not. My parents hadn’t seen or heard of Little House on the Prairie when they named me. More’s the pity,’ I mumble.


Can people see sexual attraction? Does this man know I’m imagining him naked? I hope not.


‘I bet you hated it when the programme was a hit,’ says Stevie.


‘I did,’ I agree.


Most people assume that Little House on the Prairie must have been my favourite programme as I shared my name with the precocious tomboy who was the lead character. It takes unusual insight to guess that I wouldn’t have appreciated sharing my name with a freckly, goofy kid who had a penchant for big bonnets and bloomers.


‘Still, it could have been worse. You could have been called Mary.’


Stevie and I shudder as we consider the full horror. Mary was the prettier character in the show but she was mawkish and irritating too.


‘Back then I hankered after a zappier name. Zara, Zandar or Zuleika were my favourites.’


‘Did this discontent with your identity last long?’


Stevie is smiling his fried-egg smile and the fear that he is a fruitcake recedes at about the same rate as realization dawns that he’s flirting with me.


‘Throughout the seventies and a large proportion of the eighties until I started to accept that being called Zara, Zandar or Zuleika wouldn’t guarantee that I was more popular or the captain of the netball team.’


He laughs. ‘I think Laura is a really pretty name.’


All at once I love my name.


‘Top Cat was my favourite cartoon as a kid.’ The nonsequential comment makes perfect sense to me.


‘I loved Wacky Races,’ I enthuse.


And so we start to chatter about stuff, rather than things. And we just keep on chattering until the train flies through Barons Court. ‘I get off at the next stop,’ I tell him.


What am I saying? Kiss me: this is our brief encounter. Get a grip. His eyes are a bright, clean green that reminds me of jelly: sparkly and rich. I realize I’m describing him as though his face is a plate of food at teatime but it has been a while since I’ve looked at men with any real interest. By contrast, food is an enduring passion.


‘Mine too,’ says Stevie.


‘I change on to the Hammersmith and City line. I live near Ladbroke Road,’ I blather, giving away more than is wise or cool.


‘I’m going to Richmond. I have a sort of job interview.’


‘Really?’


‘The possibility of a regular gig. That’s what I do. I’m an Elvis impersonator, or at least it’s my night job.’


‘Really?’ I smile hoping to show my approval and interest, although I seem incapable of articulating it.


All too soon the tube pulls up in Hammersmith. We both alight and for a moment we hesitate. Clearly, we both want to say something, anything, but nothing groundbreaking comes to mind.


‘Well, good luck with the interview – er, the gig thing,’ I say.


‘Thanks, see you around,’ offers Stevie.


We both know we won’t see each other again. Not if he disappears into the throng getting the District line and I merge with the masses passing through the turnstiles for the Hammersmith and City line. I shouldn’t care. But I do.


‘Bye then,’ I mumble.


Then he kisses me. Stevie Jones leans towards me and after an intimacy of approximately fifteen and a half minutes, he kisses me. Very gently on the cheek, a fraction away from my lips.


A number of possible responses spring to mind. I could slap his face – unlikely as I’m not a star in a black and white, pre-Second World War movie. I could grab his scruffy, scrummy body and pull it close to mine and snog his face off. Also unlikely. Although I have now had chance to notice that he is scruffy and scrummy (longish hair, over six foot, broad shoulders, lean – almost lanky – with neat bum). But it isn’t a long enough acquaintance for me to be that forward.


The kiss had been soft and kind. Interested and promising. I am not used to being touched with such tenderness. It was a good kiss.


So good, in fact, that the only response that seems appropriate is for me to run. As fast as I can. Up the stairs and out of his life, not leaving behind so much as a glass slipper.




7. All Shook Up


Friday 14th May 2004


Bella


I have made a special effort for the house to look lovely. Since Philip is paying such an enormous mortgage the least I can do is fill it with friends and buy a few fresh cut flowers now and again.


When we got married I moved out of the trendy Clerkenwell space and Phil sold his flat in Putney. I would happily have moved in there with him but Philip wanted to start afresh. We bought a five-bedroom house in Wimbledon, Philip said it was the perfect home to fill with bonny lasses and strapping lads. Who am I to object? It’s not as though I have to keep it tidy. Gana, our Thai housekeeper, does that.


Despite Philip’s plans for us to build a home together, he decorated the place on his own. It wasn’t supposed to be like that but whenever I brought something home he would shake his head and say that it was lovely but not right for a Victorian family home. I sometimes disagreed but not enough to make an issue of it – and he might have had a point when it came to the glitter ball and the jelly bean loo seat. We both got what we wanted; me, a ready-made, middle-class identity, him, the knowledge that he’d tried to do the right thing.


Philip surrounded us with antique bureaus, shelves, chests, chairs and tables that needed to be protected with mats or glass. It was the tiny things that told me that I’d grown up. We kept spare loo rolls in the bathroom cupboard and light bulbs in a box in the garage. I had Christmas decorations in the loft. We have a Poggenpohl kitchen that’s packed with gadgets – only a few of which have been taken out of their boxes.


This spring, we made the most of any mild weather and in the evenings Philip and I often sat in the garden to enjoy a drink. We watched as the trees slowly came back to life and as the tiny buds opened out into fleshy leaves. I’m planning on spending most of my summer in the garden. It is so peaceful.


The five bedrooms are going to be put to use tonight. I have made sure that Laura and Amelie’s rooms are aired. I’ve left Vogue and Now in Laura’s room and Tatler and a holiday brochure in Amelie’s. The boys will share a room tonight, which they’ll enjoy, and Freya will get to sleep in a double bed on her own. Also a treat. Although I’m not in a hurry to be called mummy just yet, I adore being the fairy godmother. Whenever Freya, Davey or Eddie visit I make sure that I provide them with all the treats I can. I go to Blockbuster, hire a couple of kids’ movies, buy massive bags of Butterkist and lots of chocolate. I buy comics, glitter glue, micro cars and Coke. Anyone who says money can’t buy happiness is shopping in the wrong place.


Amelie arrives first. She brings with her an air of seriousness and purpose. She had this before Ben died but I notice it more now as it is no longer balanced with his irreverence and flippancy. Not that Amelie Gordon is dull. She is thoughtful and thought-provoking, she’s simply less silly than any of my other friends. She reads the quality papers. She took a masters degree in religion and philosophy so she knows something about Scientology (beyond the fact that Tom Cruise practises it). Not only has she actually read the Bible but she can talk intelligently about Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, Judaism, Shinto, Sikhism and Taoism. In short, she is the type of woman I’d like to be when I grow up; either like Amelie or a Charlie’s Angel.


The children stumble into the house carrying large amounts of luggage. They always bring their own Disney sleeping bags, several spare sets of clothes and a mountain of toys. Amelie is also oblivious to the idea of packing light. She’s arrived with the entire Estée Lauder skin care range, clean clothes for tomorrow (two outfits; one befitting a walk in the park, another an amble down King’s Road), nightwear, flowers (for me), several huge bars of chocolate (for everyone), books, articles cut out from magazines that she thinks are interesting and hopes I might too (Amelie assumes other people find thorny issues appealing and she has a higher opinion of my intellect than anyone I’ve ever met), and a bottle of Chablis (already chilled).
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