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			JANUARY

			January 1

			Getting up this morning at eight a.m., I was surprised to find that I hadn’t already been woken by my adored grandson, Gene. In the past, when he’d stayed over (which he had last night) he would come into my room very early, demanding a cuddle and a story. But something’s happened to him recently. Now he’s nine years old, he appears to have had one of those strange growth spurts that has transformed him from a rather grown-up child into a near-teenager. It’s all happened in a matter of weeks.

			I remember the same thing happening with my son, Jack, Gene’s father, at around the same age. One minute he was up for a cuddle and the next positively pushing me – his own mother – away, as if I were some needy lover he wanted to rid himself of. If I kissed him, he’d sometimes even wipe the kiss off with his hand and then try to transfer it, as if it were some piece of slime, to a nearby piece of cloth.

			Anyway, struggling into my dressing gown I looked in on Gene sprawled on the spare bed in the room where I work and found him still dead to the world – no doubt because he’d been up so late last night, it having been being New Year’s Eve. Seeing him asleep, I suddenly saw exactly the adult he’ll turn into. Before you can say ‘Jack Robinson’ his voice will be breaking and he’ll be bringing unsuitable girls round, with lateral scars on their wrists, sinister bald patches on their scalps and rings through their noses. And, no doubt, instead of quietly colouring in drawings of dolphins at the kitchen table, he’ll spend his time rolling up illegal substances while staring at his iPhone.

			David, my ex-husband who I’m kind of half-back-with-half-not – oh, God, how can I describe this? We’d been really good friends for years but a couple of Christmases ago he suddenly hit on me again and we tumbled into bed and I have to say I found it all rather jolly. So for the last couple of years he’s been coming up to London every so often and I go down to his place and we have a nice time and a cuddle and maybe a bit of sex if we’re both up for it, and it’s the perfect situation. All the security of having a chap around, without any of the ‘It was Wednesday . . .’ ‘No it was Thursday . . .’ ‘Who’s telling this story, you or me?’ kind of wrangles that go on when you’re married – conversations I remember all too clearly from the days when we were shacked up as man and wife.

			Anyway, David. He’d come up from the country for a New Year’s drinks party I was having, and he’d brought Gene round, as well. Jack and Chrissie, our son and daughter-in-law, were going out to some bash and it was easier for Gene to come to me than for them to get a babysitter. Rather sweetly David had brought me a book about the Indian Mutiny as a new year present – I felt a bit daunted because history isn’t really my thing, but he said it was a compulsive read so I’ll give it a go.

			I’d only asked a few local people round for drinks to celebrate the New Year – I’d told them to eat first and come at 8.30 – and I’d explained that now we’re all so ancient and like going to bed early I’d be happy for midnight to be a movable feast.

			But in the circs, even I, early-nighter par excellence, was a bit staggered when Marion and Tim, my old pals from down the road, looked at their watches at one minute to ten and started a countdown, informing us that ten was the new midnight because, even though they’d barely arrived, they had a gruelling journey ahead of them the following day as they were driving to Cornwall to see family.

			But when the other guests protested, Penny, my best friend and neighbour, shouted them down.

			‘No, come on, we can all celebrate at different times!’ she shrieked, cracking open one of the bottles of champagne she’d brought (rather generously she’d contributed three bottles). ‘One bottle for ten o’clock, one for eleven o’clock and the final one for midnight. Let’s celebrate every hour on the hour!’

			‘And maybe we’ll go on till the early hours after that!’ shouted Melanie-from-next-door. She’d already kicked off her shoes and was sitting cross-legged on the floor – something that, being sixty-eight going on sixty-nine, I am unable to do any more and, let’s be honest, was never that comfortable doing even when I could. She was surrounded by discarded scarves and looking – wearing, as she was, a kind of glittering turban – like a Turkish potentate. ‘I love each and every one of you, all through the coming year and for all the many years in the future! I kiss you all! You are my family! My loves! Here’s to us!’

			I raised my eyebrows at my old friend James, thinking Mel was going rather far, but he was having none of it.

			‘To us!’ he shouted, raising his glass. Leaving me feeling like the bad fairy at the christening, a role that I am trying very hard to shed. After all, as one ages, surely one should become nicer and more charitable, not more and more sarcastic and bitter? Perhaps I’m heading to be a crabby old lady, the sort who, at a bus stop, shoos the people in front of her away with her walking stick and insists on getting on first, shouting, ‘I’m eighty! Let me through!’

			David, however, caught my eye and rolled both his, so I blessed the fact that he was around to play evil troll to my bad fairy.

			But actually, it was a good evening. David arrived with Gene at six, and we worked out where everyone was to sleep – I thought it might be a bit peculiar for Gene to find his granny and grandfather in bed together on New Year’s morning when he’d never seen such a thing before, so David slept upstairs in the lodger’s room and set up the spare bed in my workroom for Gene.

			‘I told Mum and Dad I wouldn’t see them till next year,’ Gene told me when he arrived, looking smug and probably thinking – as I had done when I’d said the same as a child and indeed we all had at some point in our lives – that this remark was incredibly new and amusing. Which of course it always is, the first time round. He had also, at Christmas time, wished us a ‘Crappy Hissmas’ – another joke that I remember discovering myself at around the same age.

			As Gene bustled into the sitting room, wearing, I noticed, surprisingly big shoes, I was struck by how he’s filled out and is starting now to get actual shoulders – a masculine shape – which is disconcerting. To add to the adult look, he’s even got a new phone, which he was very keen to show me. When I got out my old grey Nokia, he shook his head. And I must say it did look like something one might see in a glass case in a museum of the eighties.

			‘Granny!’ he said. ‘You can’t have a phone like that. It doesn’t even take pictures! You can’t get apps on it!’

			‘Maybe I’ll get a new one,’ I said – something I’ve been saying for the last five years, with no intention of getting a new one, ever; as far as technology goes I have reached the final barrier. Email, yes. Skype, just. But an iPhone – that’s a bridge too far.

			‘Yes, get a new one! Get an iPhone 5!’ he said. ‘Then we can Snapchat and swap Vines, and you can get direct streaming and WhatsApp and synch to the Cloud! I can show you how to use it!’

			‘He’s right, darling – er, Marie,’ said David, coming downstairs. There’d been a fearful banging noise from upstairs as he’d set up Gene’s collapsible bed, mingled with the sounds of pre-New Year singing from Father Emmanuel’s evangelical church next door but one. (‘Oh Happy Day!’ they were singing. But I knew that after Father Emmanuel’s subsequent sermon on hell and damnation, the congregation wouldn’t be feeling so jolly happy for much longer.) ‘Honestly, you’d take to an iPhone like a duck to water. Even I’ve got an iPhone. And Penny. And Marion. And Mel. And Tim, for God’s sake. Tim, the thickest man in the world.’

			‘Is Tim the thickest man in the world?’ asked Gene, surprised.

			‘No,’ I said. ‘David was joking. Being an accountant, he’s just a bit – staid.’

			‘He’s even more of an old fart than me,’ said David, in explanation.

			‘Ah,’ said Gene. ‘Yes, I see what you mean. Thickest man in the world.’

			Jokes! My grandson makes jokes! David and I roared with laughter, not just at the joke and the speed of the joke, but at the very capacity Gene had to make jokes at all. Of course, ever since Gene had, at about six months old, discovered how amusing it was to put a blanket over his head and then remove it, collapsing with laughter, I knew that he’d been blessed with a terrific sense of humour but it’s always good to see these things confirmed.

			We were all in a very good mood when we sat down to eat the scrappy early supper I’d prepared, and then we put out the glasses and the wine, and buttered bits of brown bread, covered them with smoked salmon and cut them into squares as nibbles – throwing the grey bits of salmon to my cat Pouncer who had suddenly started looking extremely interested in the proceedings – before Gene and I relaxed in the sitting room, talking about New Year’s resolutions until the guests arrived.

			‘I’m not going to make any resolutions this year,’ I said as I lay back on my nice green sofa near the fire, sipping at a glass of cold champagne. ‘I make them every year and never carry them out.’

			‘I’ve got a resolution,’ said David. He’d just come into the sitting room having, very sweetly, washed up the supper things. He looked at me, rather meaningfully – and for a frightful moment I wondered if he was going to suggest that he move in permanently. But luckily he glided out to fetch ashtrays – this being very much a smoking-allowed household – and all I could think was: ‘I do hope not.’ I love the situation as it is too much. Most of the time he’s in the country, building flood defences and pruning trees and looking after his orchard and clearing the attics; he’s only here for the odd weekend. It suits me perfectly. The moment we get to snapping point, one or other disappears back to their own home and we remain perfect friends.

			‘What are your resolutions, darling?’ I asked Gene, who was now placing pieces of dill on the smoked salmon bits. They were laid out on a very nice decorated plate on the table in the middle of the sitting room – a plate, I may add, that I’d made and painted myself in a pottery class a while ago while I was still teaching art at school.

			Gene paused. ‘I’d like to get a tattoo most of all,’ he said. ‘But I’m not allowed till I’m sixteen, but one of my friend’s brothers did it with a compass and ink without his mum or dad knowing and there’s nothing they can do about it now! It was brilliant!’

			‘Darling!’ I said. ‘You can’t get a tattoo! It would be ghastly.’

			‘What’s your friend’s brother’s tattoo of?’ asked David, curiously.

			‘It’s of an eyeball,’ said Gene. ‘He’s got a thing about eyeballs.’

			David and I grimaced at each other.

			‘But I want a tattoo of a skull. And I’d like to get a really sick knife,’ added Gene. ‘All the boys at the big school have got knives. And this year I want to try smoking. Dad says I mustn’t ever start smoking but I saw him smoking out in the garden the other day when he thought no one was looking so I don’t see why I shouldn’t at least have a try. Then I’ll stop.’

			David laughed, but I was relieved when the bell rang and all the gang started pouring in, stamping their feet, complaining of the cold and moving towards the fire.

			Marion and Tim were their usual selves. Marion had forgotten to put on any make-up, Tim’s tie was awry, and they were muttering about checking the car’s tyres. Penny got out her champagne and put it in the fridge, while Mel arrived waving a present of a weird construction of wire and feathers. She claimed it was a dreamcatcher to stop me having nightmares but I wondered if it wasn’t actually some sort of voodoo totem to make me agree with her in residents’ meetings. (She’s still smarting because I wouldn’t paint my front door the colour she’d wanted a couple of years back.)

			James, up from Somerset where he’s now moved – to be with a bloke he met on a gay farmers’ dating agency on the internet – brought a lovely amaryllis in a pot, still in bud but just about to burst through into a gorgeous bloom. ‘Just like all of us,’ he said, ‘as we approach the coming year.’ Then, spotting Gene, he said: ‘I say, is that Gene? Quite the young man! You’ll break a few hearts soon! I last saw you a couple of years ago . . . and look at you now!’

			Gene blushed and grinned and shook his hand.

			After about an hour, David insisted on getting out some old rock tapes I’d made in the sixties – yes, tapes! And I still have a machine that plays them! – and after we’d pushed the kitchen table to one side, he and I were persuaded to show off some of our old moves with Gene looking on and saying, ‘You’re really cool, Grandpa! And you, Granny!’ Then Tim started doing the twist, his big bottom wiggling about like one of the elephants in Dumbo, and Marion twirled in a dancing-round-the-maypole sort of way, while Mel draped herself over James still trying, presumably, to convert him to heterosexuality – a task as likely to succeed, frankly, as getting a tadpole to learn the rumba.

			Next Gene – emboldened by the half-glass of champagne he was allowed – started breakdancing and we all stood at the sides of the room, clapping in time to the music, and it was like that scene out of Saturday Night Fever when John Travolta struts his stuff on the dance floor and we hooted and whistled when he finished, flushed and embarrassed but very pleased with himself.

			Somehow I managed to hang on till eleven o’clock when I suddenly felt as if I’d been hit on the head with a hammer. After cracking open another bottle of champers and making sure David didn’t mind staying up to keep the party going till midnight, and reminding him that Gene shouldn’t fall asleep – he’s far too big to carry upstairs these days – I staggered up to bed.

			Later

			Did I mention that David had done all the tidying up after everyone left? Saintly. Anyway, he and Gene woke just as I wrote that last bit and after breakfast we went for a walk in the park where Gene fed several robins, all the while saying, ‘If you had an iPhone 5, Granny, you could take a picture of me with the robins.’

			This was extremely annoying because I could feel my resolve about never venturing into the land of iPhones starting to crumble, because of course I would have loved a photograph of Gene with the robins. Still, we had a bite of lunch at a café that was open on Holland Park Avenue, and finally David took Gene home before heading back to Somerset.

			‘I’ll come up next weekend, shall I?’ he said.

			But I’m afraid I rather fudged it, saying: ‘Oh, don’t bother, I’ll be coming down for my birthday on the fifteenth,’ and feeling rather bad when he looked so disappointed.

			‘Well, happy new year, darling,’ he said, but I could hear the hurt in his voice. So I gave him an extra hug and kiss and whispered ‘Love you’ in his ear, though, to be honest, I’m never sure when I say it to anyone whether I’m pretending or not. It’s such a difficult thing to say, even when you mean it. I really do love him but the minute I articulate it, it sounds somehow false. Odd, that.

			I missed Gene, as usual, but managed to spend a very nice evening on my own watching a documentary about some teenagers who’d been imprisoned for life in the States for the ritual murder of three young boys and then released nineteen years later after it turned out it was probably the frightful stepfather who did it after all. There were tears in my eyes as I sat there with Pouncer curled up on my lap. Utterly ghastly in real life, of course. And I felt terrible for finding the whole programme so enjoyably cathartic.

			Later still

			Just woken in the middle of the night, having dreamed that an old school friend of mine had turned into a very small man-like woman and had asked me to marry her. She’d joined a cult called the Church of Scoby and persuaded me to have a baby with her which involved catching a fledgling bird in a suburb of Cardiff. Just at the moment I realised I’d missed the train to Wales, I luckily woke up and, in order to drive all thoughts of the Church of Scoby from my mind, am typing in my nightie.

			So much for the dreamcatcher.

			January 5

			‘Ecstasy for the over-fifties! Half of older generation “off their heads”, says drugs tsar’ (Daily Rant).

			Turns out that 25 per cent of older people have tried ecstasy, those pills that apparently make you feel all wonderful and loving towards mankind. They take it at raves. (Not fifty-year-olds, obviously, but young people; the oldies take Es in the comfort of their own home after watching Downton Abbey.) I’ve been dying to give it a go for years – E, not Downton Abbey – but have no idea how to get hold of it. I suppose, rather sadly actually, that Gene would be the one to ask, even though he’s only nine. God, it’s rather tragic to think that grannies might be using their grandsons as dealers these days.

			But, fortunately, I was just at the corner shop buying some post-party carpet cleaner, when who should I bump into at the counter but Sheila, our local drug dealer known, obviously, as Sheila the Dealer. Not liking to ask her outright because I don’t think we’re meant to know her trade, I pointed to the headline in the Daily Rant, stacked up among the other newspapers on the rack.

			‘Wish I could try that!’ I said, jokingly. ‘It sounds absolutely brilliant. Trouble is, people like me have no clue where to get their hands on any. Are you one of those over-fifties on E, Sheila?’ I asked. ‘You never can tell what people get up to these days.’

			‘I’m strictly jazz-terbaccer, Mrs S,’ replied Sheila, rather prudishly, I thought. ‘Don’t like this newfangled stuff. Never know what goes into it. But if you really want to try some, I can ask around. You can get anyfink up the estate. But you want good stuff, innit? Not rubbish.’

			As I practically have proof that this woman is knee-deep in bags of heroin and sacks of coke, not to mention all kinds of other unspeakable substances such as LSD and ketamine, and her kitchen is probably heaving with those toads that young people are meant to lick and get off their heads on (she’s not called Sheila the Dealer for nothing), I’d half-thought she might produce a couple of Es from the pockets of her stained flowered apron there and then. But I suppose if you’re a drug dealer you want to keep it quiet and all that ‘jazz-terbaccer’ stuff was just to put busybodies like me off the scent. (Talking of which, just standing next to her I was starting to reel from her own scent, a heady fragrance of old cabbage, cigarette smoke, paraffin and jazz-terbaccer so strong that I was feeling stoned just inhaling the air around her.)

			I made sure she knew I was serious before returning home and found, to my surprise, Melanie from next door ringing my bell, clutching a letter.

			‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, as I let her in. ‘This was delivered to me and I opened it by mistake because I didn’t even look at the address and assumed it was for me. The postman put it in the wrong door. But,’ she added, dramatically, ‘I couldn’t help reading it – well, a bit of it – and it’s from Brad and Sharmie who want you to go to India! So – if you’re going, can I come too?’

			‘Hold on!’ I said, shutting the door and taking the letter from her. ‘I haven’t even read it yet.’

			I didn’t mind the fact that Melanie had opened the letter because many’s the time I’ve opened letters meant for other people in the house. But to read it! Wasn’t that going a bit far? (Or certainly to admit to reading it, anyway.)

			She followed me into the kitchen. ‘You see,’ she said, ‘my son lives there and we could go out together and spend a few days in Delhi with Brad and Sharmie and then he could come and pick me up and I could go down to Kerala to see the grandchildren, and then we could meet up together and fly home. It would be brilliant!’

			Ever since Melanie moved in next door, after the Americans – Brad and Sharmie – I’ve often thought she has some kind of psychic plug leading from her which she can insert into an invisible socket on my body and use to drain me of any energy or will of my own. I sat down and looked at the letter.

			‘Dear Marie,’ I read. ‘I expect you’ve been wondering what’s become of us!! I hope you remember those two mad guys from the US who had the cheek to come and live next door to you for a year! But, hey, we’re still alive, and settled now into this great little house in Delhi – NOTHING like Shepherd’s Bush but very comfortable all the same. Brad’s loving his new job and I spend half my time looking after Alice – who sends you lots of love of course! – and the other half working at an orphanage just outside the city. We were wondering – would you like to come out and stay with us for a week or so? Even better, bring your paintbrush and sketchbook and do some more of your awesome paintings of trees? We love those paintings of London trees that you did for us, Marie – everyone raves about them – and there are some fantastic specimens out here that are crying out to be painted by you! We do hope you’ll say yes! India’s a fascinating place if you’ve never been before and we can show you some amazing sights. Hope all is well with you! All very best, Sharmie, Brad and Alice.’

			Alice’s signature was in wiggly handwriting and she’d done a smiley-face above the ‘i’, an icon that gives me the willies when used by adults, but which, from Alice, was completely delightful.

			‘Well, what about it?’ said Melanie impatiently. ‘Are you up for it? Let’s get out our diaries!’

			‘I’ll have to think about it,’ I said, rather grandly. ‘I can’t decide now. I have too much on my plate.’

			‘What? Do tell me! Maybe I can help!’ exclaimed Melanie, turning over the rest of the post that I’d brought in and put on the kitchen table, and even starting to read a postcard.

			‘Melanie! I am up to my eyes!’ I said. I wondered how I could impress her with how busy I was. ‘I’m thinking of getting a new lodger and I have a lot of problems to work out,’ I lied. The minute I’d closed my mouth I knew I shouldn’t have mentioned anything specific.

			‘I’ve got just the man for you! He’s a darling! I met him before Christmas when I was on a soul-healing workshop. He’s looking for somewhere to live and I was thinking of asking you.’

			‘Later, later,’ I said, feeling rather like some busy Hollywood film director, ushering eager scriptwriters out of his office. ‘I’ll consider it. I’ll consider everything. But not now . . .’

			And finally I got rid of her.

			But India? It’s rather an exciting thought. I never imagined I’d hear from Brad and Sharmie after they’d left because I thought they’d be like most Americans I’ve ever met – all over you like a cheap suit when you’re around but out of sight out of mind. Something to do with the pioneering spirit, I’m told. Because they were always travelling about and conquering new territories in the Americas, they had to be very friendly to fellow pioneers along the way, and that’s why they always talk to strangers on buses and form close – but fleeting – bonds with people on trains. All I was, I thought, was another passing pioneer on Brad and Sharmie’s journey. But no. It seems they were perfectly genuine in their friendship. Very flattering and nice.

			As is the prospect of India, where I’ve never been before. I have an image of it in my mind as all multi-limbed gods, elephants, women in colourful saris going about with pots on their heads and the Taj Mahal in the distance. Well, either that or wretched children with pot bellies covered with flies of the kind that appear in charity begging letters every week. Or there’s the Bollywood India, of course – million-­pound weddings, jewels and dark men with flashing eyes singing love songs from a palace balcony. All total rubbish, I’m sure.

			Started to feel so excited that I rang Penny and asked her round for a drink.

			‘Why don’t we go together?’ she said, as she settled on the sofa. ‘I’ve always wanted to see India. And a long flight’s miserable on your own. And I’ve been feeling really down recently, so it would give me something to look forward to.’

			‘Why are you down?’ I said, rather surprised. Penny’s usually on a fairly even keel.

			‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Partly the time of year, partly . . . well, I think you and David getting back together has made me feel not jealous exactly, but a bit left out. I’m so happy for you, but it does rather throw my own single state into relief. I know we’re always saying how nice it is to be single but, to be honest, it’s not that brilliant, is it, as you get older? I woke up the other night with my heart pounding, thinking I was having a heart attack, and I suddenly realised how, if I were to be taken to hospital, I wouldn’t have anyone to put in the “next of kin” box.’

			‘You’d have your daughter,’ I said. ‘You wouldn’t be alone, anyway, because you’d have rung me up and I’d have come with you.’

			Penny knocked back the remains of her glass and reached for a top-up. ‘I know you would, but it’s not the same, is it?’

			No, it’s not the same. I knew what she meant. And I must say, knowing David is around is a tremendous consolation. I felt bad about making her feel bad, but knew there was nothing I could do about it.

			‘Okay, let’s go to India together,’ I said. Not only would it cheer her up but also I didn’t fancy the idea of wandering about the slums of Delhi on my own. ‘But I have to warn you. Melanie’s set her heart on coming too and I don’t know how I can put her off.’

			‘Christ!’ said Penny. ‘Oh well, why not? Let’s ask the whole gang. You, me, Melanie, Marion, Tim . . . we could ask James, too.’

			Wondered if David wanted to go as well but didn’t like to say anything in case it rubbed salt into Penny’s wound.

			Later

			When I rang David and suggested he come too I have to say I was a bit relieved when he said he couldn’t.

			‘I’m not sure I want to go again,’ he said. ‘And I’m also not sure if you’ll like it, darling. It’s quite, well – what shall I say? – in your face. And you’re quite a sensitive soul. But if you’re staying with a couple of rich Americans you’ll probably be protected from the worst of it.’

			‘They want me to go and paint trees,’ I said.

			‘You’d do that brilliantly. And there are some pretty weird trees over there,’ he added. ‘The banyan’s the best, with all its crazy roots, but there’s the Indian devil tree, the baobab and the jacaranda, and lovely huge eucalyptuses, of course . . . make sure you get to see a bo tree, too . . . the Buddha was born under one . . . amazing trunk . . .’

			‘How do you know all this?’ I asked. Men’s capacity for knowing facts always astonishes me.

			‘I know everything, darling,’ he said. ‘I went on a tree tour of India a while ago with Sandra. Don’t you remember? That’s where she met Ali, when we were in Goa. Oh, by the way, talking of Sandra, will you be going Goa way? Why not pop down there after Delhi? It’s meant to be gorgeous. You can have some R and R. And check if Sandra’s okay. I haven’t heard from her for weeks.’

			‘R and R? What’s that?’ I asked.

			‘Rest and relaxation,’ he said. ‘Come on, you must know that.’

			‘Doesn’t sound me at all,’ I said, hearing the Scottish grandmother coming out in me. ‘I don’t do rest and relaxation – as you know, I’m compulsively on the go. You’ll be talking of spas and a spot of pampering next.’

			‘Sorry,’ said David. ‘I just met Widow Bossom’ – she’s the woman who tried to get her claws into David the moment Sandra left – ‘in the street and you know how she witters on about things like R and R. I think I’ve caught a bit of wittering from her. But I should think Sandra’s getting plenty of it, since Ali seems to live on the beach selling beads and fishing or something, when he’s not mending tyres. Can you imagine anything more depressing? Anyway, that was the life she wanted, and I’d never make a beach bum.’

			Sandra was the young girl that David ended up with after we’d split up – and a couple of years ago she left him to run off with this Goan beach boy who’d promised her a life of milk and honey and mangoes and no doubt billions of baobab trees, and said he wanted a baby with her. After a few unanswered phone calls and emails recently, David’s been rather worried not to have heard from her. I frankly couldn’t care less what she’s doing as I always thought she was a bit of an airhead, but checking up on her would make an excuse for a round trip. So I said that was an excellent idea, and I put it to the gang.

			Though who am I, who know nothing of baobab, banyan or eucalyptus trees, to call anyone an airhead? Take the gale out of your own head before you take the draught out of someone else’s, to misquote the Bible.

			David reminded me that tonight was Twelfth Night.

			‘The Widow Bossom popped round specially to tell me,’ he chuckled, which annoyed me. Will she never leave him alone? I hate to think of her thrusting herself on him still. However, even though I’m not in the least superstitious, I made sure all my decorations were down in time, packing the fake tree in its box like a green mummy, and taking all the cards down from the mantelpiece. Though frankly Christmas seems to come round so quickly now I’m older, I sometimes wonder why I don’t just leave everything up, including the fairy lights, all the year round.

			January 8

			Just found a piece of dried-up holly over a picture that I hadn’t taken down a couple of days ago – and one card hiding behind one of my Staffordshire dogs on the mantelpiece.

			Does this mean the house is cursed for the entire year?

			Later

			It was a brilliant day today – winter sun streaming through the bare branches of the trees in my garden – and, because everyone’s still on holiday, it’s dead quiet in London. Putting on my coat, I ventured out to brush away a few stray leaves along the path. Pouncer was walking up and down the garden wall, like a sentry patrolling his territory, stopping every so often to sit down, lick his paws, then stay motionless, occasionally doing that shoulder-shrugging ears-back thing as if he’d been reminded of an offensive remark someone once made that had just come back to haunt him.

			Had to stop because the phone was ringing, so went inside to find Marion gabbling away enthusiastically the other end.

			‘What’s all this about India?’ she said. ‘Can I come too? Mel says you and she are off in April and you’re making plans – it sounds brilliant. I’ve always wanted to go on the hippy trail.’

			‘We’re not going on the hippy trail, and we’re not going for what I gather is called R and R either,’ I said, rather sourly. ‘I’ve been asked by Brad and Sharmie to paint trees. Look, I only heard about this a couple of days ago! But of course, sweetie, if I do go and you want to come, let’s all go together.’

			Had to end the conversation then, because there was a banging on the door and Mel gushed in, clasping several maps and picture books of India, in a great cloud of patchouli oil. Out of her pocket she produced two little plaster models, one of the Buddha and one of the repulsive Kali, all arms and legs and painted blue.

			‘We must have them looking over us as we plan,’ she said. ‘They will bring great fortune.’

			I’d looked at her Facebook page that morning. On it she’d written: ‘The heart has it’s [sic] own language. The heart has a million ways to speak’, which didn’t make me feel very well disposed towards her since one way her wretched heart could have spoken was by ringing up and asking if it was convenient before she barged in. I’d actually been looking forward to seeing if my ‘rads’, as heating engineers call them, needed bleeding, and going round the house with my special key feeling like a master craftsman as I let the air hiss out and felt the warmth of the boiling water surging in. No such luck.

			‘We’ll get a flight to Delhi on the second of April,’ she said. ‘I’ve found really cheap fares. And then you can stay with Brad and Sharmie while Marion and I – and Penny too, if she wants to come – can stay in this brilliant guest house I’ve found. You look into the jabs because you’re good on the medical stuff,’ she said, ‘and I’ll do . . . I’ll do the flights and the visas.’

			By now she looked like one of those Victorian women explorers. Having kicked off her shoes and settled cross-legged on the sitting-room floor there was something rather charming about her enthusiasm. She finally looked up from the map.

			‘And Mar, you know I told you about that guy looking for a room? I met him again yesterday, at a shamanic workshop,’ she said. ‘What say you at least meet him to suss him out?’

			It turns out this character is called Robin, around sixty, a bit of an old hippy, who owns the Alt Bookshop on Golborne Road up near Portobello (Alt being short for Alternative, obviously). He’s got the lease for the shop and the flat above, where he lives. But as the rents are going up he wants to relocate further west to a cheaper place by the end of the year, and it would suit him to let his flat for a fortune in his now-trendy street, while he looks for a new home near here.

			Melanie seems rather keen on him. She says he is v. intelligent, not fooled by ‘default reality’ and very well read. And, she added, he could keep an eye on both our houses while we go to India. She promised to bring him over tomorrow.

			‘As long as he doesn’t try to convert me to Vedic medicine,’ I said. I’d had a particularly grisly encounter with Vedic medicine a year ago. The doctor made me stick out my tongue, made a few notes, prescribed some pills which made me feel terrible and left an enormous hole in my bank account.

			January 10

			‘Former Royal Marine choked to death in a pickled egg eating competition at his local pub after stuffing three in his mouth at once’ (Daily Rant)

			Reading this I made a mental note not to bolt my food. I’ve been finding recently that being old and therefore busier than I ever have been and, I suspect, in need of less sustenance than I did when I was young, I often eat lunch standing up in the kitchen, frequently popping things into my mouth before I’ve swallowed the last bit, Royal Marine-style. More than once I’ve had to rush to the sink for water to prevent myself choking – and I’m not even in an egg-swallowing competition.

			I’d asked Melanie to bring Robin round so that I could give him the once-over and tonight she rang the bell. It’s odd – it takes me much longer than usual to get downstairs these days and frequently, when the door goes, I’m at the top of the house. So first the bell rings, then I start tottering down, hanging on to the banister rail and, just as I get to the front door, the impatient caller rings the bell again, very long and loud, frightening the daylights out of me, and then I open the door immediately, frightening the daylights out of him. I have taken, I’m afraid to say, to shouting: ‘Coming! Coming! All right! Keep your hair on!’ as I descend to prevent this unpleasant drama on the threshold. Just like a mad old lady.

			Anyway, my bad temper dissipated the moment I met Robin, accompanied by Melanie. He is one of those old Etonian hippies – the very best – tall, slightly stooped but with bright blue eyes and a twinkly smile. He stood on the doorstep, making a flirtatious appraisal of me before stepping over the threshold and I was smitten – until, at least, he stopped on the front step and started muttering to himself and making curious movements with his hands, reminding me of Joe Cocker singing ‘With a Little Help from My Friends’.

			‘He’s doing the Ritual of the Entering,’ whispered Melanie.

			‘Does he have to do it every time he goes in any house?’ I whispered back, alarmed.

			‘No, only the first time,’ said Melanie. ‘It’s to bless the house and give him protection against any sad or malevolent spirits who might be here.’

			‘I hope he doesn’t think I’m a sad . . .’

			‘No, of course not,’ said Melanie. ‘Anyone who might have lived here in the past. Come on, Robin – this is my friend Mar!’

			‘Marie,’ I corrected, as I shook his hand.

			‘I do hope you don’t mind,’ he said, laughing amiably. ‘Half my friends think I’m crackers. But I say, it can’t do any harm and who knows, it might help put some poor souls to rest! Well!’ he added, taking a deep breath in the corridor and looking around him. ‘I can tell already! This house has the most wonderful, peaceful and serene atmosphere! I can tell you, it’s not every house I enter that I can say that about! It’s full of warmth, laughter, creativity and love!’

			Considering it’s inhabited by little old me, who spends her life gibbering with anxiety about ludicrous things like whether forgetting Churchill’s first name means I am getting dementia, I couldn’t quite agree with him. Still, it was a terrific compliment and I started to forgive him his Entering Ritual.

			We sat down to a small salady lunch and when he got out his inevitable pill supplements, at least he had the courtesy to hand them round like cigarettes – probably the old Etonian politeness kicking in – rather than keep them to himself. Melanie tucked in, but I wasn’t about to accept a strange pill from anyone.

			‘Ah, I can see, you don’t need them,’ said Robin, throwing me a dazzling and knowing smile. ‘I can tell. You are an Old Soul.’

			‘Not too old,’ I said, slightly prickly.

			‘The older you are on the inside, the younger you appear on the outside. Yin and yang,’ said Robin, not missing a beat. ‘By the way, you don’t have to show me the room. I know already that I’m going to love it. But I don’t want to put any pressure on you. Mel’s explained the situation. I only want to be here till I find somewhere else – a few months, perhaps – and I always pay by banker’s order. By the way, I’m certain we’ve met in another life, you and I . . .’

			Later

			Oh dear, I feel rather silly, but I caved in and gave him the room. I usually insist on all potential lodgers having a ­cooling-off period, but Robin was such a sweetie that I couldn’t resist him. He’s rather attractive, too. I mean, I know I’ve got David, but it’s quite nice not being with David all the time so at least I’ll be able to have a good old twinkle with Robin now and again. Nothing like a little flirting to boost the old ego. And anyway, as he says, he won’t be here for ever. But as he passed by a bookcase, he was so taken by the authors he saw there – ‘Anna Kavan! Arthur Koestler! Julian Maclaren-Ross! Jocelyn Brooke! Denton Welch! What a strangely eclectic and esoteric collection you have. My favourite authors!’ – that I could hardly believe we hadn’t met in another life.

			Not, I must add, that I believe in other lives.

			January 13

			I’m typing, on my laptop, in my dressing gown in front of the fire. Pouncer is clearly dreaming of something extremely distressing as his ears are right back. Perhaps I should try Melanie’s dreamcatcher on him – though knowing Pouncer, he would think it was a bird and kill it.

			Just had Penny round for supper who’s got really keen on this India lark. I have to say there are moments when I wish I hadn’t mentioned it to anyone because it’s going to be dreadfully ‘Four Old Ladies Go on an Indian Adventure’. The idea is that we’ll go for three weeks, which seems a horribly long time, but it’s hardly worth going that far for a fortnight. Delighted, however, that Penny is coming because what with Melanie going round doing that hands-pressed-together-in-front-of-her thing and bowing pose while saying ‘Nastase’ wherever we go, and Marion bleeding-heart over all the poverty, I can’t imagine that they’ll be much fun as companions. But there won’t be too much to drink over there, I imagine, which will be good for Penny (because, I hate to say it, she does seem to be rather tucking into the booze these days).

			Still, I’ll make up for that tomorrow when I drive down to see David. He’s taking me for a birthday supper, but if there’s time we’re going to drive over for drinks with James first. Having been left all that money by his boyfriend, Hughie, he only drinks the finest champagne now and no doubt he’s gulping it down by the bucket-load since he’s moved to freezing Fakeley, to set up with Owen. (While Owen farms, apparently, James has decided to turn himself into a ‘land artist’ on the lines of Derek Jarman and Andy Goldsworthy, so I’ll have to hone my lying skills when I actually see what he’s got up to.)

			I’m rather looking forward to meeting Owen again. He seemed like a very nice bloke when James brought him to London once. And when I say he’s a nice bloke I’m not lying because I don’t lie to my diary. Well, sometimes I do when my thoughts are just too mean; it would be awful to die and have everyone read my diary and realise what a slimy old creep I REALLY am.

			Rather longing to see David again, actually, as though we’ve spoken on the phone I haven’t actually clapped my eyes on him since New Year’s Day.

			Later

			Robin has just arrived – rather later than he thought. I felt a bit awful welcoming him in in my dressing gown, but since he’s obviously going to see me in it quite a lot, he may as well get over the shock now. Not that it isn’t a very glamorous garment. I spend so much time in it, I wear a kind of opera coat in the hopes that its rich embroidery and intricately worked collars and cuffs will draw people’s eyes away from my distinctly frowsty early-morning or knackered-at-night face. (And when I say early morning, I mean anything up to midday.)

			I was rather surprised that he had only a few things to move in. He says he’s left most of his stuff in storage, or back at the flat for a new tenant to use, but he did bring a mandala rug (so-called because it’s got a circular pattern on it, all to do with psychic geometry). He also brought a load of ancient books, lots of paper and pencils and geometric tools and, rather oddly, a wand. When I saw it in the box I thought it was an old twig, and said: ‘I’ll chuck this, shall I?’ But Robin looked appalled and seized it from me, saying that it had been given to him by a tree in Glastonbury on the day of the solstice and it had strange powers.

			‘Given to you by a tree?’ I asked nervously.

			‘Yes,’ said Robin. ‘It’s a very good friend of mine.’

			And there we left it.

			Slightly maddened by the whale music that he’s playing at the moment, but no doubt I’ll get used to it.

			Even later

			Robin’s just been down to ask what the Wi-Fi code is. When I gave it to him he did a quick calculation on his phone.

			‘What are you doing?’ I asked.

			He looked up, his eyes twinkling. ‘Oh, just a bit of numerology. But don’t worry. This number looks safe enough. Don’t want to find we’re invoking the lizards.’

			Lizards?

			January 14

			Before I had a chance to ask Robin about the lizards, he announced that this weekend he was off on a mind-­expansion workshop in Hastings so wouldn’t be around. I was a bit put out because I always like having a lodger around when I’m away – to discourage intruders – but Robin assured me he would do a smudge ritual with burnt sage before he left and that would ensure the house was completely protected. I wasn’t entirely happy about this, as it sounded rather grubby, but he assured me it was completely symbolic, foolproof and not to worry.

			Later

			Haven’t been out in my lovely Fiat 500 for days now, and was hoping it hadn’t seized up in the same way I sometimes do when I haven’t had a walk for a while. Looking at it from my window it looked normal enough, bright blue and sparkling (though covered, I noticed to my dismay, with bird poo since I’d rather stupidly parked it under a tree). But would it be all right inside? Would the battery have given up hope of ever being used again and, like a dog on its dead master’s grave, simply have died, waiting in vain for him to come home?

			No problem, though. I chucked the suitcase in the car, remembering to include the birthday present from Penny to open on the day, hopped in the front seat and it started like a dream.

			It was absolutely lovely seeing David again, though he seemed very disappointed when I said I wasn’t staying more than two nights.

			‘I thought we could go up Glastonbury Tor the day after tomorrow,’ he said. ‘Do you remember when we went up before we were married?’

			I certainly did remember. And I remember he actually proposed to me at the top. In view of that memory, I was particularly keen not to go up Glastonbury Tor.

			‘Another time,’ I said, rather briskly. Despite a slight atmosphere for five minutes, we managed to forget this hiccup by trying to char an aubergine to make some baba ganoush. Neither of us have ever been able to char an aubergine properly and now was no exception. As usual we ended up with a watery mush that tasted like decaying frogs’ tongues.

			January 15

			My birthday! We had a cuddly night together and both woke up in a very good mood.

			David gave me a DVD about a forgotten New York photographer called Vivian Maier which looks good, with a card that read: ‘Today you are twenty-five thousand, two hundred and ninety-eight and a half days old!’ and Penny had given me some home-made damson jam – God knows where she’d bought it from but it was delicious. She’d given me a card bearing the words: ‘Age is like underwear – it creeps up on you!’

			Before lunch, Jack rang to say happy birthday and Gene came on the line hoping I liked the card he’d sent me.

			‘I haven’t got a card!’ I said.

			‘But I sent it to your mobile, Granny!’ he said.

			‘Oh darling, you know my mobile’s an old Nokia. I can’t get things like that!’

			There was a silence at the other end. ‘It’s very funny,’ he said. ‘Are you sure you can’t get it?’

			‘I’m sure,’ I said, rather disappointed. ‘Still, perhaps I should get a new phone as a birthday present to myself. How about that?’

			‘Yes, great, and then I’ll send it again,’ said Gene.

			I had to lie. I can’t tell him that I will never in a million years get an iPhone. And anything that has a name that starts with a lower-case letter, followed – even worse – by a capital, is, surely, the last straw.

			Later

			I have to say I had a brilliant evening. We had to cry off James and Owen – with the driving and the drinking and a reservation to turn up for, it didn’t make sense. But David took me to the Old Fire Station, the talk of Shampton – which used to be a perfectly normal country town and now for some reason has attracted the sort of people who live in Notting Hill. Gone are the old butchers and greengrocers and shops selling bits of string. Now everywhere sells lifestyle: cushions, spindly lamps and those pictures of a single aubergine or quince against a black background.

			Just outside town is a large square art gallery – no doubt the Old Shoe Leather Factory or something – surrounded by frightful gardens laid out by a Swedish designer. These comprise a patch of grey grasses, next to a patch of brown grasses, with greenish grasses waving nearby, next to some black grasses. And after a lot of gravel, you come across a whole bank of beige-coloured grasses. There used to be an obsession with lavender and now it’s grasses. Can’t see the point of them.

			We were given a table right in the middle, the one with the pole going down it.

			‘Sorry about this, but it was the only one I could get,’ he said. ‘At least it shows it’s a genuine Old Fire Station.’

			‘Oh well, you needn’t worry that I’ll start dancing on it,’ I said. ‘Too old at sixty-nine. Golly, to think that I’ve made it this far. No wonder people say “congratulations” to old people.’

			‘You’ll never be old to me,’ said David.

			‘That’s because you’re so old you can’t see me properly,’ I said, putting my hand over his. ‘Funny, isn’t it, this obsession with old buildings? I had dinner last year in an Old Vinegar Factory.’

			‘And there’s the Horse Hospital,’ said David. ‘And the Mortuary Cellars . . .’

			‘When Gene’s sixty-nine, do you think he’ll be going out to dinner in the Old Nuclear Power Station or the Old Climbing Centre?’

			‘Is it your birthday?’ A woman leaned over from the next table. It turned out this was the predatory Widow Bossom, David’s stalker. ‘May I wish you many happy returns?’

			I smiled graciously and said thank you.

			‘Don’t the years fly by!’ said Widow Bossom. She wore dark glasses on top of her dyed blonde hair – even in the evening! – and her tight shirt blouse was open rather too far down for someone of her age. Glancing under the table I saw she was wearing suede boots into which shapely leopard-skin-printed jeans were tucked. She wasn’t exactly slim, but she had a strange look as if all her flesh, boobs especially, was just waiting to burst out of her clothes. She had a husky, conspiratorial voice as if she’d drunk rather too many G and Ts in her time.

			‘How very jolly that you’re still such good friends, you two!’ she added amiably. Though I wasn’t sure how amiable she really was. ‘And getting friendlier every day, I hear! Get me into a room with my ex and I wouldn’t answer for the outcome! Bloody shit! Excuse my French!’

			She then gave me a penetrating stare – wondering, I imagine, what David saw in me – before flashing a charming smile. ‘Why don’t you two come over and have a drink with me tomorrow?’ she said. ‘Of course I know David very well – we’re old friends, aren’t we,’ she added with a conspiratorial nod to David, and reaching out to pat his arm, ‘but I would so like to know you better – his ex-wife. Any friend of David is a friend of mine!’

			‘I’m afraid Marie is leaving tomorrow,’ said David, swiftly. ‘But thanks so much, Edwina. Really nice of you. Another time.’

			He turned back to the menu, while I smiled at her apologetically.

			‘Leggets eggordegger,’ said David, smiling broadly, ‘beggefeggore sheggee eggengeggagegges eggus eggin egganeggy meggor ceggonveggerseggateggion.’ I felt very fond of him all of a sudden. He was speaking ‘egg language’, something that he’d learned at his school – a language the boys spoke to each other so that the teachers couldn’t understand. He’d taught it to Jack, and we’d spent many giggly afternoons chatting to each other in it.

			‘I thought she was a widow,’ I said in a whisper, finally.

			‘Her first husband died but she’s still smarting over her ex. Poor woman,’ he added, unnecessarily, I thought.

			I made a face.

			‘Oh, she’s not bad,’ said David. ‘She’s still attractive, don’t you think? And deep down she’s very kind.’

			Attractive? Deep down kind? Very deep indeed, I’d say, but I kept my thoughts to myself.

			Like all restaurant food in the country, dinner was overpriced and overproduced. I don’t think they realise that towers of vegetables topped with a couple of chives went out decades ago in London. Still, we had a good time and to be honest, I’m sorry I have to leave tomorrow. I don’t have to, but I just don’t want to get too sucked into the old domestic routine. It’s so perfect as it is with me and David that I just can’t bear risking us settling back into the same old ways that made us split up last time.

			Even later

			While I remember, Widow Bossom, before she left with the rather brazen horsey friend she was dining with, stood behind David and kneaded his shoulders in what I thought was an overfamiliar way, before giving him a smoochy kiss goodbye and waving warmly at me.

			January 16

			The most frightful thing has happened. I drove back feeling blissfully happy, thinking sixty-nine wasn’t such a bad age to be, listening to Gardeners’ Question Time on the radio, the most comforting programme known to man, all about putting out seedlings and whether rhododendrons can be grown in clay or sandy soil and suddenly looking forward to India. I parked the car, unloaded the artisan bread and various goodies I’d bought at a farm shop on the way back, opened the door and found I’d been burgled!

			So much for Robin’s smudging technique!

			The moment I got into the house I knew something was wrong because it was so bitterly cold. I thought that maybe I’d left a window open, but it turned out someone had smashed the glass in the garden door, and helped themselves to various bits that took their fancy. I felt so shaky I had to sit down. I was terrified the burglar, whoever he was (or, as Jack would probably have it, being very politically correct, whoever he or she was), might still be in the house, so I immediately went round to Melanie’s and burst into tears. Rather silly, I know, but I was just so shocked.

			‘What’s the matter, Mar?’ she asked, putting her arm round me. ‘Nothing Robin’s done, I hope? Did you have an accident?’

			‘I-I’ve been burgled!’ I said, through my sobs. ‘I’ve just got back from David’s and . . .’

			‘Let’s go round right away and make sure he’s not there any more!’ said Melanie, grabbing an enormous brass Tibetan bowl that she uses to make weird humming noises when she’s feeling stressed. ‘This’ll fix him!’

			We went back and Melanie was, I have to say, a real trouper. She went from room to room, flinging open cupboards and shouting: ‘Come out of there, you piece of scum!’ She looked under the beds, and even insisted on going into the garden and checking behind all the bushes. I was still, I’m ashamed to say, shaking like a jelly so I sat in the kitchen breathing deeply.

			‘Did he take your jewellery?’ she asked when she came in. ‘You’d better check. And have you called the police?’

			It turned out that no, he hadn’t got my jewellery, not that he would have found a great deal. The only things I have of any value are a brooch that belonged to my mother, a pearl necklace that my godmother gave me for my christening, and a couple of earrings that David had given me when we’d got married. No wedding ring, though. After David and I divorced I’d got a temporary job in a china shop; I’d lost so much weight with the stress of it all that one day my wedding ring simply dropped off as I was wrapping up someone’s cake-stand and was never seen again. But the burglar had taken all kinds of little knick-knacks that he could carry easily.

			I called the police who said they would send someone round tomorrow. Tomorrow! What bloody use is that? Then I got an emergency glazier in to repair the glass, and Penny and Marion very sweetly came round for supper to keep me company. Penny arrived with an air freshener thing, a special room spray she’d got for Christmas.

			‘I don’t usually like these things, but it would be good to get the smell of that man out of the way, wouldn’t it?’ she said, canister in one hand, glass in the other, taking sips between sprays. At the first whoosh, Pouncer, who had hidden under the sofa during the entire drama and only just reappeared, zoomed off again. If only cats could speak, then he could have been a crucial witness. I think he thought Penny’s spray was some newfangled tomcat who was marking its territory – as, indeed, now I came to think of it, it was, in a way.

			January 17

			‘Very common, this sort of robbery,’ said the twelve-year-old policeman who finally deigned to drop by. ‘They used to be in it for the electronic goods. But now we’ve been more successful with our marking process, they often take little things of small value that they can sell down Portobello Market.’

			I’d made a list: a clock, a new toolbox, two Staffordshire dogs that I’d bought years ago for 6d when I was about fourteen, a small silver ashtray and, worst of all, a lovely photograph taken by Cecil Beaton of my gorgeous friend Hughie, dressed as Lawrence of Arabia at the 1965 Chelsea Arts Ball. I doubt they wanted the pic, just the frame, but it was particularly sad because after Hughie died, James, who was then his boyfriend, had given it me to remember him by. I doubt there’s another copy.

			Anyway, I’d expected the policeman to get on his hands and knees with a magnifying glass and dust the place for fingerprints and take DNA samples from us all, but he did absolutely zilch beyond saying that it might be worth going down to the Portobello Road to see if I could find my stuff there.

			‘You can try giving us a call,’ he said, casually, ‘but you’d probably be better off just buying it back.’ Ridiculous. And what’s worse, I’ve been in touch with the insurers who have kindly told me there’s a £500 excess charge on my policy. So there’s no point in making a claim because I doubt what’s been taken amounts to five hundred quid’s worth.

			January 18

			‘Caught on camera! Thieves use iPhones to record floor plans’ (Daily Rant)

			Dear David. I don’t know why I didn’t call him sooner. But the moment I rang him he came up like a shot. He seemed really angry about the situation. Funny how men get so furious. I was feeling all feeble and tearful and David was stomping around in a rage. I know I shouldn’t say this but sometimes it does seem to me that men and women are incredibly different.

			‘This man Robin, what did he do? You say he smudged the house? What on earth made you believe that that would have any effect?’

			‘Oh, he’s very convincing,’ I said, smiling. ‘You’ll like him, I know you will. He’s a sweetie!’

			At this point Robin walked in, apologising the moment he saw David was there.

			‘Oh, I’m so sorry, Marie, I thought you were alone,’ he said. ‘I’m Robin, by the way,’ he said, holding out a hand to David.

			‘And I’m David,’ said David, rather warily, I thought. ‘I’m really upset to hear about this burglary! Weren’t you here? Couldn’t you have stopped it? Marie’s a woman on her own, you know!’

			‘I was away on a mind-expanding weekend,’ said Robin.

			‘Well, it’s no use having your mind expanded if the house is going to get burgled while you’re having it expanded!’ said David, his anger obvious in his tone of voice.

			Robin looked very taken aback.

			‘If Marie had been here she might have been attacked!’ added David.

			‘But, David, she wasn’t here,’ said Robin, understandably puzzled.

			‘Exactly, that’s why I was burgled, David,’ I said. ‘Anyway, Robin’s not here to guard the house. He’s here as a lodger.’

			David sat down, opened the paper, stared at it and didn’t speak.

			Robin was about to ask me something but then said, ‘Don’t worry – I’ll ask tomorrow’ and disappeared.

			David put the paper down and shook his head. ‘You’ve got a funny idea of a sweetie,’ he said.

			‘Oh, come on, darling,’ I said. ‘It’s not his fault.’

			‘I suppose not,’ said David. ‘Sorry I was a bit rude to him. I suppose I was just upset about the idea of your being burgled with no one here to protect you.’

			I changed the subject by telling him about the Daily Rant headline and he pooh-poohed it at once.

			‘Darling, much as I love you, I don’t think anyone would want to record your floor plans,’ he said, looking around at the slightly chaotic sitting room. ‘I mean it’s clear that you haven’t got anything of real value here. Except, of course,’ he added, pulling me down next to him and putting an arm round my shoulders, ‘you yourself. And you weren’t here.’

			‘Stop being such a weaselly old flatterer,’ I said, pushing him away with a smile, ‘but thank you anyway.’

			Later, after supper, we watched telly and unbelievably – according to some dreadful statistic on the news – if you’ve been burgled once you’re ten times more likely to be burgled again because the burglars know the weak spots in your security. I gave a little moan.

			‘What you need,’ said David, turning to me seriously, ‘is a man around the house. Don’t you think?’

			I felt the hair on the back of my neck rise at this, so I said: ‘But I’ve got Robin.’

			‘He’s not a man!’ said David. ‘He’s . . . he’s some kind of weird magician. And not a very good one, I’d say. That smudging thing probably alerted the burglar to the house rather than put him off.’

			‘Oh, he’s okay,’ I said. ‘I rather like him, actually.’

			David looked even more livid than he had done before and just said ‘Hmph!’ very loudly.
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