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  ‘In my Father’s house


  There are many mansions.


  If not, I would have told you;


  Because I go to prepare a place for you.’
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  Nicholas




  Divorce is a difficult business. Never more so, may I suggest, than when your client authoritatively declares all men are bastards, and you’re left shifting uncomfortably

  in your seat whilst your penis tries to make itself scarce.




  ‘Not all men, Mrs Stephenson,’ I venture.




  My client ignores my genial smile, grey eyes flicking dismissively around my oak-panelled office. Her gaze briefly snags on the silver-framed photograph of my wife propped beside the leather

  blotter on my desk; her expression of pity for my spouse places me foursquare with those unfortunates whose parents neglected the legal niceties before bedding down together. Since I have just

  secured her an extremely generous seven-figure settlement from her ex-husband, I find her disdain for my sex in its entirety a little unfair.




  She stands and I rise with her, straightening my silk tie. She extends a scrawny pink tweed arm; her hand sits like a wet fish in mine.




  ‘You may be right, Mr Lyon,’ she says drily. ‘Maybe it’s just the men I marry.’




  Her scent is pungent and overpowering: synthetic cat’s piss. Far too much make-up; I can’t imagine kissing the jammy red lips. She’s the kind of woman one would find smeared

  all over the sheets in the morning, the pillowcase imprinted with her face like the Turin Shroud.




  Good legs, though. Slender, neat calves, with nicely turned ankles. But no meat on her bones, and breasts like a boy.




  My professional smile does not slip as I escort her to the door. I endeavour not to morally judge my clients: it’s distracting and unproductive. There’s no place in the context of

  divorce law for emotion or sentimentality; one has quite enough of that kind of thing from one’s clients. My wife, of course – being a woman – begs to differ. I consider

  myself merely objective. Malinche, however, asserts that my ‘brutal kind of truth’, as she emotively puts it, is akin to judging a woman’s skin only in the harsh glare of

  daylight, rather than by the softening glow of the fire. I can’t quite see her point.




  My client stops suddenly in the doorway; I almost run into the back of her. Her head dips as if in prayer, exposing pale, downy vertebrae beneath the stiff blonde bob.




  The nape of a woman’s neck – so vulnerable, so quixotically erotic.




  ‘I always thought – hoped—’ she chokes back a sob, ‘he’d change his mind.’




  I’m at a loss. I certainly did not have this woman pegged as a clinger. Still the right side of forty, she has already acquired a remunerative trio of wealthy ex-husbands, which –

  despite every effort at objectivity – leads one to make certain assumptions. Put simply: the last thing I expected was for love to come into it.




  The woman’s skinny shoulders start to shake. Oh, Christ. I’m so hopeless at this kind of thing. My arms twitch uselessly. Inappropriate in the extreme to hug, but what to do

  if – God forbid – she starts grizzling all over the place?




  Suddenly her head comes up and she squares her shoulders, reminding me of my eldest daughter Sophie on her first day at school. Without another word, she marches through the open-plan

  secretarial pool and into the hallway beyond. I breathe a hefty sigh of relief. Thank God. What on earth was that all about?




  As I move to close my door, my secretary, Emma, waves.




  ‘Mr Lyon, it’s your wife on line two. She says she’s sorry to bother you, but can she just have a quick word?’




  ‘Of course—’




  I hesitate in the doorway. There’s something I can’t quite …




  ‘It’s my hair, Mr Lyon,’ Emma says patiently. ‘I had it cut this lunchtime.’




  A pity. I rather liked it long.




  I return to my desk, glancing at the photograph of Malinche that so aroused my client’s compassion as I pick up the phone. It was taken a couple of Christmases ago – by Kit,

  irritatingly, rather than by me – at the moment she glanced, smiling, over her shoulder, half-bending to pull the turkey from the Aga. I feel a thud of gratitude every time I look at it.

  It’s foolish, I know, but even after ten years I still thrill to the words ‘your wife’. Quite how I won the heart of this extraordinary and beautiful woman is utterly beyond my

  comprehension. I am merely eternally thankful that I did.




  ‘Chocolate–orange sponge cake flavoured with vanilla, orange and lemon zest, or apricot chequerboard cake with chocolate ganache?’ Mal demands without waiting for me to

  speak.




  I can tell from my wife’s strangled tone that she has the handset wedged between her chin and chest and is no doubt stirring something mouth-watering even as we speak. ‘May one

  inquire—’




  ‘Heavens, Nicholas, don’t be so pompous,’ Mal says briskly. ‘You’re not in Court now. Your surprise birthday cake, of course. Metheny insists we finish it this

  afternoon before you get home.’




  I smile at the mention of my youngest daughter, with whom I share a birthday, preternaturally long toes and a wicked fondness for pistachio ice-cream. I had hoped to share a great deal more, but

  the ultrasound proved itself less than infallible and my much-longed-for boy and potential fishing and cricket companion turned out to be a surprise third petticoat. As a consolation prize I was

  allowed to name her for my lifelong hero, jazz guitarist Pat Metheny.




  ‘Let me talk to her and ask her which she suggests,’ I posit.




  ‘Don’t be silly, Nicholas.’




  ‘You were the one who said she was insisting—’




  ‘There’s more than one way to insist on something, as you should know.’




  Her mellifluous voice takes on an unmistakable bedroom timbre, and there’s a sudden rallying cry in my trousers as images of well-toned caramel thighs, silk stockings and coffee-coloured

  lace flash unbidden across my mind’s eye. My witch of a wife is well aware of the effect she’s having on me, to judge by the laughter that now replaces the come-hither tone in her

  voice.




  ‘Anyway,’ she lilts, ‘you can’t talk to her or it won’t be a surprise.’




  ‘I’ll give you a surprise—’




  ‘Now, it wouldn’t really be a surprise, would it?’




  ‘Someone’s feeling cocky,’ I say. ‘What makes you think I’m not talking about the latest council tax bill?’




  ‘What makes you think I’m not?’




  ‘Are you?’




  ‘I’m talking cakes, Nicholas. Come on, make up your mind before I have to put two candles on Metheny’s instead of one.’




  ‘Will I get candles too?’




  ‘Yes, but not forty-three or the cake will melt.’




  ‘Cruel woman. You too will be forty-three one day, you know.’




  ‘Not for another six years. Now, Nicholas.’




  ‘The chocolate–orange sponge cake, of course. Would it be possible to request bitter chocolate shavings with that?’




  ‘It would. Metheny, please take your foot out of Daddy’s bowl. Thank you. How did the lovely Mrs Stephenson’s case go?’




  ‘Seven figures,’ I report.




  ‘Almost double her last divorce. How wonderful. I could almost consider a divorce myself.’




  I hear my wife lick her fingers and my erection nearly heaves into view above the desk. ‘If I thought you could procure seven figures from it, darling, I’d draw up the papers for

  you,’ I offer, groaning inwardly as I rearrange my balls. ‘Can’t get blood out of a stone, unfortunately.’




  ‘Oh, that reminds me: Ginger rang from the garage this morning about the Volvo. He said he’s fixed the whatever-it-was this time, but it’s on its last legs. Or should that be

  wheels?’ Her voice ebbs and flows in my ear as she moves about the kitchen. ‘Anyway, he doesn’t think he’ll be able to nurse it through its dratted MOT in January. So

  there’s no help for it, I’ve just got to gird my loins and finish the new book, get the rest of my advance—’




  ‘Darling, I think I can afford to buy my wife a new car if she needs one,’ I interrupt, nettled. ‘Sometimes you seem to forget I’m a full equity partner now,

  there’s absolutely no need for you to knock yourself out writing cookery books these days.’




  ‘I like writing cookery books,’ Mal says equably. ‘Oh, God, Metheny, don’t do that. Poor rabbit. Sorry, Nicholas, I have to go. I’ll see you at the

  station. Usual time?’




  I suppress a sigh of exasperation.




  ‘For God’s sake, Malinche, it’s William’s retirement party this evening! Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten! You’re supposed to be on the five twenty-eight

  from Salisbury to Waterloo, remember?’




  ‘So I am,’ Mal agrees, unperturbed. ‘I hadn’t really forgotten, it just slipped my mind for a moment. Hold on a second—’




  In the background I hear a series of strange muffled thumps, and then Metheny’s contagious, irrepressible giggles.




  Life can be full of surprises. When we learned that Mal was unexpectedly pregnant for the third time I was absolutely horrified. Sophie and Evie were then eight and five; we’d just got

  them to the stage where they were recognizably human and could do civilized things like skiing or coming out to dinner with us without spending most of the meal crawling around under the table. Now

  we were to be plunged back into the grim abyss of sleepless nights and shitty nappies. It was only the thought of a son and heir at last that consoled me, and when even that silver lining turned

  out to be a mirage, I despaired. And yet this last tilt at parenthood has been the sweetest of all. Metheny holds my hardened lawyer’s heart in her chubby starfish hands.




  An echo of small feet on worn kitchen flagstones; and then a squeal as Mal scoops her up and retrieves the telephone receiver. ‘I really must go, Nicholas,’ she says, slightly

  out of breath.




  ‘You did remember to arrange a babysitter?’ ‘Mmm. Yes, Kit very sweetly said he’d do it.’ I have absolutely nothing against those who choose alternative lifestyles.

  There is, of course, more to a person than their sexuality. I just don’t quite see why it must be forced down one’s throat, that’s all. I do not parade my red-blooded

  heterosexuality to all and sundry, although it’s self-evident. I simply cannot understand why certain sections of the so-called ‘gay community’ – so sad, the way that decent

  word has been hijacked – feel the need to rub one’s nose in their choice of bedmate. However.




  I accepted long ago that when I asked Malinche to be my wife, Kit Westbrook was a minor but salient part of the package. Praemonitus praemunitus, after all: forewarned, forearmed. And I

  am not the sort of man to start objecting to his wife’s friendships, however unsavoury; and in any event, Kit is certainly not, and never has been, a threat.




  We met, the three of us, twelve years ago in Covent Garden. I had taken my parents to the opera – La Bohème, if memory serves – to mark my

  father’s seventieth birthday. Having hailed them a taxi, I was strolling alone through the pedestrian piazza en route to the tube station and thence to my rooms in Earls Court; I remember

  rather wishing that for once there was someone waiting at home for me. Despite the lateness of the hour, the square still boasted its usual collection of street performers, and I was just fending

  off a rather menacing young man mocked up in heavy black-and-white face-paint and thrusting a collection hat under my nose, when I noticed a unicyclist start to lose control of his cycle. It

  swiftly became clear that this wasn’t part of his act, and for a moment I watched with morbid fascination as he swung back and forth like a human metronome before waking up and pulling myself

  together. I barely had time to pull a young woman out of the path of his trajectory before he toppled into the small crowd.




  At the last moment, he managed to throw himself clear of the spectators, executing a neat forward roll on the cobbles and leaping up to bow somewhat shakily to his audience.




  I realized I was clasping the young lady rather inappropriately around the chest, and released her with some embarrassment. ‘I do apologize, I didn’t mean—’




  ‘Oh, please don’t! If it weren’t for you, I’d be squished all over the cobblestones. You must have quick reflexes or something, I didn’t even see him

  coming.’




  She was startlingly pretty. Unruly dark hair the colour of molasses, sparkling cinnamon eyes, clear, luminous skin; and the most engaging and infectious smile I had ever seen. In her early

  twenties, at a guess; fine-boned and petite, perhaps a full foot shy of my six feet two. I could span her waist with my hands. I find small, delicate women incredibly attractive: they bring out the

  masculine hunter-gatherer in me.




  I noticed that the top two buttons of her peasant-style blouse had come undone in the mêlée, revealing a modest swell of lightly tanned bosom cradled in a froth of white broderie

  anglaise. My cock throbbed into life. Quickly, I averted my eyes.




  She stood on tiptoe and gripped my shoulder. At her touch, a tumult of images – that glorious hair tangled in my hands, those slender thighs straddling my waist, my lips on her golden

  breasts – roared through my brain.




  ‘Oh, Lord, you’ve ripped your coat,’ she exclaimed, examining my shoulder seam. ‘It’s all my fault, wandering around in a complete daze, I was thinking about

  the walnuts, you have to be so careful, of course, don’t you, not everyone likes them, and now look at you—’




  I have no idea what nonsense I gabbled in return.




  ‘Malinche Sandal,’ she said, thrusting her small hand at me.




  I returned her firm, cool grip. ‘Ah. Yes. Nicholas Lyon.’ I coughed, trying not to picture her hands wrapped around my— ‘What a very unusual name,’ I managed.




  ‘I know.’ She grimaced. ‘My mother is this total hippy, she’s convinced our names determine our characters and the entire course of our lives – too much acid

  in the Sixties if you ask me, though perhaps she’s right, you can’t imagine a romantic hero called Cuthbert, can you, or King Wayne, it just doesn’t work – but anyway, she

  decided better safe than sorry, just to be quite sure. My older sister got stuck with Cleopatra, so I suppose I should be grateful I ended up with Malinche, it could have been

  Boadicea!’




  She glanced down, and I realized I was still holding her hand.




  With a flush of embarrassment, I released it, praying she hadn’t noticed the tent-pole erection in my trousers.




  ‘Of course! I knew it rang a bell. Malinche was the Indian girl who learned Spanish so that she could help Cortes conquer Mexico in the sixteenth century; without her spying for him he

  might never have succeeded—’ I gave a sheepish smile. ‘Sorry. Don’t mean to go on. Oxford history degree, can’t help it.’




  Malinche laughed delightedly. ‘No, it’s wonderful! You’re the first person I’ve ever met who’s actually heard of her. This is amazing, it must be

  Fate.’ She slipped her arm through mine and grinned up at me with childlike trust. I stiffened, my loins on fire. ‘Now, how about you let me cook you dinner to say thank you?’




  ‘Oh, but—’




  ‘Please do. You’d be quite safe, I’m a trained chef.’




  ‘But how do you know you would be? You don’t even know me.’




  ‘I can always tell,’ she said seriously. ‘You look like the kind of man who would be honest, fair, and most importantly, optimistic.’




  ‘Well, that is most kind, but—’




  ‘Do you like walnuts?’




  ‘Yes, except in salads, though I don’t quite—’




  ‘We were meant to meet this evening, don’t you see, you knew all about my name and that has to be a sign. And you like walnuts – well, except in salads, which

  don’t count, no one sensible likes walnuts in salads. It’s serendipity. You can’t turn your back on that, can you?’




  ‘It’s not a question of—’




  ‘The thing is,’ she added earnestly, tilting her head to one side and looking up at me with those glorious toffee-coloured eyes, ‘I’m trying to write a cookery book and

  my entire family is just fed up with being fed, if you see what I mean. Even my friends say they’d give anything just to have pizza and I’m simply desperate for a new

  guinea pig. You seem a very kind, decent man, I’m sure you’re not an axe-murderer or anything—’




  ‘Ted Bundy was handsome and charming and murdered at least thirty-six women,’ a laconic voice drawled behind us.




  Malinche swung round, spinning me with her. I was beginning to feel a little bemused by the unexpected direction my evening was taking.




  ‘Kit, at last! Where have you been?’




  A saturnine young man in his twenties thrust a paper bag at her. ‘Getting the bloody blue mood crystals you wanted,’ he responded tartly. ‘Who’s the new arm

  candy?’




  ‘Nicholas Lyon,’ I said, overlooking his rudeness and extending my hand.




  The young man ignored it, taking possession of Malinche’s free arm and glaring at me as he linked us together in an ungainly ménage à trois which – though I

  didn’t know it then – was a precursory metaphor for our relationship down the years.




  ‘Oh, Kit, don’t be difficult,’ Malinche sighed. ‘Mr Lyon, this is Kit Westbrook, my oldest and apparently crossest friend, and one of those very weary guinea pigs I was

  telling you about. Kit, Mr Lyon just saved me from being squashed by a runaway unicyclist, and tore his very smart coat in the process. So stop being so dog-in-the-manger and help me persuade him

  to come back with us for dinner, he’s being far too polite about it all.’




  ‘Nicholas, please.’




  ‘I don’t mean to be rude,’ Kit said, clearly meaning it very much, ‘but Mal, you don’t know this man from Adam. You can’t just go round inviting

  strange men home for dinner, even if they do rescue you from certain death by circus performer.’




  ‘Your friend is right,’ I concurred regretfully. ‘You really shouldn’t take such risks, although I’m not actually a psychopathic serial killer; which suddenly makes

  me feel rather dull—’




  Malinche pealed with laughter. ‘See?’ she said, as if that settled everything. As, in the end of course, it did.




  I realized right from the start that Kit wasn’t a rival for Malinche in the usual sense of the word. There was too much of the Sebastian Flyte about him, and he was always too flamboyantly

  dressed to be anything other than homosexual – in the midst of the dress-down, austere nineties, he sported velvet frock coats and waterfall lace cravats and knew the names for a dozen

  different shades of beige. But as far as Kit was concerned, Malinche was his best friend, and even now, after a decade of marriage and three children, he still hasn’t quite accepted

  that she has a husband who has first call upon her. And then there was the matter of Trace Pitt, of course.




  Nothing is ever quite as it seems with Kit. He is, after all, an actor. In fairness though, I must admit he’s been a conscientious godfather, always remembering birthdays and the like. And

  the girls adore him. Not necessarily my first choice; but there we are.




  My secretary ushers my four o’clock appointment into my office. I wish I’d thought to remind Mal to bring William’s retirement gift with her. In her current

  mood, she’d be quite likely to bake it in the Aga and wrap the birthday cake instead. For the life of me, I can’t recall what she said she’d bought, but I’m quite certain it

  will be eminently appropriate. Mal’s gifts always are, she just has that feminine knack. I always leave Christmas and birthdays entirely to her, even for my side of the family. She’s

  just so much better at it.




  Firmly putting personal matters out of my mind, I pull a pad of foolscap towards me and unscrew the lid of my fountain pen. It’s not as if Kit could ever do anything to undermine my

  marriage. We’re far too strong for that.




  Mr Colman is a new client, so I take detailed longhand notes as he describes the unhappy route that has led him here, to the grim finality of a divorce lawyer’s office. He’s aptly

  named, with hair the colour of mustard and a sallow cast to his skin. Once we have established the basics, I explain the bureaucratic procedure of divorce, the forms that must be filed, the

  documents supplied, the time and the cost – financial only; the emotional price he will soon discern himself – involved.




  ‘We want it all to be amicable,’ he interrupts brightly. ‘There’s no need to run up huge bills arguing over the plasma TV, we’ve both said that. We just want to get

  on with it, make a clean break of things. For the children’s sakes.’




  I refrain from telling him that it’s not about the plasma television, it’s never about the television; at least to begin with. It’s about a husband dumping his wife of

  twenty years for a younger, bustier model. It’s about a wife jettisoning her balding husband for a Shirley Valentine affair with the Italian ski instructor. It’s about disappointment,

  hurt, banality and betrayal. But because you cannot quantify any of these things, in the end it does come down to the television, and the spoons, and that hideous purple vase Great-aunt

  Bertha gave you as a wedding present that you’ve both always hated, and which you will now spend thousands of pounds fighting to own.




  All but a handful of my clients – the hardened marital veterans, repeat customers who’ve been divorced before – sit before me and tell me they want their divorce to be

  amicable. But if they were capable of resolving their differences amicably, they wouldn’t be in my office in the first place.




  ‘And the grounds for the petition?’ I ask briskly.




  Always a revealing moment, this. For the first time, Mr Colman looks uncomfortable. I know instantly there is another woman in the wings. I gently explain to my client that if his wife has not

  deserted him or committed adultery – he responds with almost comic indignation that she has not – and will not agree to a divorce, as the law stands he will either have to wait five

  years to obtain his freedom without her consent, or else cobble together a charge of unreasonable behaviour.




  ‘I can’t wait five years!’ he exclaims. ‘I’ve only been married to the bitch for four! I call that un-fucking-reasonable.’




  The path from amicable to Anglo-Saxon has been even shorter than usual.




  ‘Mr Colman, please. Let us be calm. It is my experience that the wife can usually be persuaded to divorce her husband if there are sufficient grounds rather than face a charge of

  unreasonable behaviour. Are there such grounds?’ He nods curtly. ‘Then I feel sure we can persuade her to divorce you.’




  ‘Going to cost me, though, isn’t it?’ he says bitterly. ‘She’ll take me to the fucking cleaners.’




  ‘It’s more a question of weighing up what is most important to you, and focusing on that,’ I say neutrally.




  It is with relief that I finally bid the intemperate Mr Colman farewell some fifty minutes later. Working at the grimy coalface of marital breakdown is never pleasant, but usually I draw comfort

  from the thought that my interposition makes palatable what is unavoidably a very bitter pill for most of my clients. At five o’clock on a bleak November Friday, however, after a very long

  week dealing with the Mrs Stephensons and Mr Colmans of this world, it’s hard to feel anything other than despair at the intractable nature of human relationships.




  The better part of two decades as a divorce lawyer has brought me no closer to fathoming how people find themselves in these painful imbroglios. I know that old-fashioned morality is very

  passé these days, but having witnessed the destruction and misery that infidelity wreaks – and adultery is invariably the rock upon which the marital ship founders – I can

  say with some authority that a quick how’s-your-father in the broom cupboard is never worth it.




  My view is skewed, of course, by the scars of my own childhood. But an inbuilt bias towards fidelity is, I think, a good thing.




  I realize, of course, how lucky I am to have a happy marriage. Mal firmly believes that Fate meant us to be together – her bashert, she calls me. Yiddish for ‘destined

  other’, apparently (she spent a summer on a kibbutz with a Jewish boyfriend when she was seventeen). I’m afraid I don’t believe in that kind of superstitious Destiny nonsense, any

  more than I do horoscopes or tarot cards; but I’m only too aware how rare it is these days to attain your fifth wedding anniversary, never mind your tenth.




  Reminds me. Ours is sometime around Christmas – the eighteenth or nineteenth, I think. I must remember to find her something particularly special this year. She’ll kill me if I

  forget again.




  I spend the next couple of hours or so absorbed in paperwork. When Emma knocks on my door, it is with some surprise that I note that it is almost seven.




  ‘Mr Lyon, everyone’s going over to Milagro’s now for Mr Fisher’s party,’ she says. ‘Are you coming with us, or did you want to wait for Mrs Lyon?’




  ‘I believe she said she’d get a taxi straight to the restaurant from the station. But I need to finish this Consent Order tonight. You go on ahead. I’ll be with you as soon as

  I’m done.’




  Emma nods and withdraws.




  Quietly I work on the draft Order, enjoying the rare peace that has descended on the empty office. Without the distraction of the telephone or interruptions from my colleagues, it takes me a

  fraction of the time it would do normally, and I finish in less than forty minutes. Perfect timing; Mal should be arriving at the restaurant at any moment.




  I loosen my braces a little as I push back from my desk, reflecting wryly as I put on my jacket and raincoat that being married to a celebrity cook is not entirely good news. I rather fear my

  venerable dinner jacket, which has seen me through a dozen annual Law Society dinners, will not accommodate my burgeoning waistline for much longer.




  Bidding the cleaner good evening as I pass through reception, in a moment of good resolution I opt to take the stairs rather than the lift down the four floors to street level.




  As I come into the hallway, I find a young woman of perhaps thirty in a pale green suit hovering uncertainly by the lifts, clearly lost. She jumps when she sees me and I pause, switching my

  briefcase to the other hand as I push the chrome bar on the fire door to the stairwell.




  ‘Can I help you?’




  ‘I’m looking for Fisher Raymond Lyon. Am I on the right floor?’




  ‘Yes, but I’m afraid the office is closed for the night. Did you want to make an appointment?’




  ‘Oh, I’m not a client,’ she says quickly. ‘I’m a solicitor. My name’s Sara Kaplan – I’m starting work here next Monday.’




  ‘Ah, yes, of course.’ I let the fire door swing shut and extend my hand. ‘Nicholas Lyon, one of the partners. I’m afraid I was detained on a difficult case in Leeds when

  my colleagues interviewed you, I do apologize. I understand you come very highly recommended from your previous firm.’




  ‘Thank you. I’m very much looking forward to working here.’




  ‘Good, good. Well, welcome to the firm. I’ll look forward to seeing you on Monday.’




  I hesitate as she makes no move to leave.




  ‘Miss Kaplan, did you just want to drop off some paperwork, or was there something else?’




  She fiddles nervously with her earring. The uncertain gesture suggests she’s rather younger than I had at first thought, perhaps twenty-five, twenty-six. ‘Um. Well, it’s just

  that Mr Fisher invited me to his leaving party, and I thought it might be nice to meet everyone before Monday—’




  ‘Oh, I see. Yes, of course. It’s not here, though, it’s at the Italian restaurant across the road. I’m just going over there myself.’




  Eschewing the stairs for the sake of courtesy, I summon the lift and we stand awkwardly next to each other, studiously avoiding eye contact, as it grinds its way up four floors. She’s tall

  for a woman, probably five ten or so. Short strawberry blonde hair, wide swimmer’s shoulders, skin honeyed by the sun and generous curves that will run to fat after she’s had children

  if she’s not careful. Her nose is a little large, but surprisingly it doesn’t ruin her appearance – quite the contrary. Its quirky route down her face leavens otherwise

  predictable, glossy good looks. I suspect a fearsome intellect and formidable will lurk behind those clear mushroom-grey eyes. Attractive, in a magnificent, statuesque way, but absolutely not my

  type at all.




  Although she does have a certain earthiness. A just-fallen-out-of-bed air.




  Christ, I want her.




  





  2




  Sara




  Amazing, isn’t it, how an intelligent, streetsmart woman who has the rest of her shit together can be reduced to a gibbering splat of emotional jelly by a man? And not

  even a lush hottie like Orlando Bloom – as long as he keeps his mouth shut – or Matthew McConaughey. No, our Casanova is fifty-one, short, bald – and married.




  So, he’s a bastard. This is news?




  ‘He promised he’d leave her,’ Amy says again. ‘As soon as they’d sold their house, he said he was going to tell her about us. He promised.’




  Clearly no point reminding her he also promised he’d be faithful to his wife, keeping only unto her in sickness and in health twenty-four/seven and all the rest of that crap. If promises

  have a hierarchy, I’m guessing the sacred vows you make to your wife before God and congregation come a little higher in the pecking order than drunken pillow-talk to a bit on the side young

  enough to be your daughter.




  ‘How long have you been shagging him?’ I ask.




  ‘Four years,’ she says defiantly.




  ‘And how long has he been promising to leave his wife?’




  ‘Four years,’ she says, slightly less so.




  In fact, her boss Terry Greenslade has so far sworn to leave his wife just as soon as – and this is in no particular order – (a) he gets his promotion (b) his wife gets her

  promotion (c) his eldest child starts college (d) his youngest child leaves school (e) his dying Catholic mother finally wafts off to limbo or purgatory or wherever it is these incense-freaks go;

  and (f) the dog (FYI a golden Labrador; how smug-married is that?) recovers from, wait for it, a hysterectomy. I suppose his latest selling-the-house excuse is an improvement on canine

  wimmins’ trouble, but it’s all still Grade A bullshit. Every milestone has come and gone and surprise, surprise, he’s still with his wife. Like, hello?




  It’s not that I have a particular moral thing about affairs with married men, though it’s not something I’d shout about from the rooftops either. But at the end of the day,

  they’re the ones cheating, not you. A brief, passionate dalliance with someone else’s husband is almost a feminine rite of passage; no girl should leave her twenties without one.

  And married men are usually great in bed – it’s the gratitude.




  But it’s one thing to have a quick fling and send him back home to his wife, self-esteem restored, wardrobe re-invigorated, renewed for another ten years of married bliss with a couple of

  new bedroom tricks up his sleeve (really, the wives should be thankful). It’s quite another to take an unbroken marriage and deliberately turn it into eggs Benedict.




  Sorry, but husband-stealing is a bullet-proof no-no in my book. It just wrecks things for everyone. Aside from the poor kids who’ll only get to see their dads alternate Saturdays in

  McDonald’s, in the long run it’s you who gets shafted. Leopards don’t change their two-timing spots: a man who cheats with you will cheat on you, so how are you ever

  going to trust him even if you do manage to prise him away from his sad-sack spouse? And let’s get real, the odds on that happening are microscopic, despite the friend-of-a-friend everyone

  knows who finally got to walk down the aisle with one husband, slightly used, previous careless lady owner, after years of patient waiting. It’s an urban myth. If they don’t leave their

  wives in the first three months, they’ll never leave.




  I slug some more white wine into my glass. Bang goes all that hard work in pump class this morning. Screw it, I deserve it.




  I scope the wine bar for talent over the rim of my drink, tuning Amy out as she witters on about Terry. I love this girl to death, but I have so had it with this conversation. For a

  tough, ball-breaking corporate tax lawyer, she doesn’t half have her head up her arse when it comes to men.




  It’s raining outside and, depressingly, already dark, though it’s still not yet five; the bar smells of wet wool and dirty city streets and damp leather and money. It’s one of

  the reasons I became a lawyer, if I’m brutally honest, to make money; though as it turns out I don’t quite have the temperament to go all the way like Amy, and make some kind of

  Faustian pact to sell my soul to corporate law for sackfuls of filthy lucre. I’m ashamed to admit it, this isn’t a desirable trait in a lawyer: but I’ve discovered I won’t

  actually do anything for money. Hence the switch to family law. Less cash perhaps – though still enough to keep me in L. K. Bennetts when I make partner, which I fully intend to do

  before I’m thirty – but at least I won’t die from boredom before I get the chance to spend it.




  The windows steam up as the bar fills with randy, rich lawyers kicking back for the weekend and predatory secretaries undoing an extra button as bait. Fortunately Amy and I snagged a table

  early; though since this is one of those retro eighties places with tall spindly chrome tables and those uncomfortable lemon-wedge stools that’d make a size eight arse look huge (and,

  let’s face it, mine was bigger than that the day I was born) this isn’t the advantage it could have been.




  Each time the door opens, there’s another blast of cold air and wet whoosh of traffic noise as black cabs and red buses – even lawyers can’t afford to drive their own cars into

  London these days–swish through the puddles.Everyone’s body temperature goes up ten degrees when they come into the warmth; lots of red cheeks and moist noses.




  Hello-o-o. Talking of moist. Look who’s just walked in. Dark blond hair, tall – by which I mean taller than my five foot eleven or I’m not interested – and very

  broad shoulders. Ripped jeans, but designer trashed not poor white. Ripped pecs and abs, too. Not a lawyer, obviously. Advertising or journalism, I’d put money on it.




  I cross my legs so that my short mint-green silk skirt rides slightly up my thighs, revealing a sliver of cream lace hold-up, and let one killer heel dangle from my toe. Gently I roll my

  shoulders back, as if to relieve tired muscles, so that my tits perk up – there’s plenty of nipple action thanks to the frigging draught from the door – and casually slide one

  hand up my neck to play seductively with my long hair. At which point I grope fresh air and the silky prickle of my new urchin crop and remember I had the whole lot lopped off for the first time in

  living memory for my new job. Quickly I turn the gesture into a fiddle with my earring.




  I count to ten, then sneak a quick peek at the target. Shit. Some skeletal blonde has skewered herself to his hip, and is death-raying the circling secretaries with a diamond solitaire

  the size of a Cadbury’s mini-egg on her left hand. My fucking luck.




  It’s not that I’m especially keen to acquire a husband, particularly when it’s so easy to recycle other people’s. But perhaps it might be nice to be asked. I

  haven’t even been introduced to a boyfriend’s parents yet (though I’ve hidden from a few under the duvet). Right now, such is my dire on-the-shelfdom, I’d settle for having

  a boyfriend long enough for the cat not to hiss when he walks in. Amy says – without any discernible trace of irony – that my chronically single state is my own fault for not Taking

  Things Seriously, Focusing and Setting Goals. Personally, I blame my mother for allowing me to be a bridesmaid three times.




  ‘—sometimes I think he’s never going to leave his wife.’




  Amy, doll, he is never going to leave his wife.




  ‘Honestly, Sara, sometimes I wonder. Do you think he’s ever going to leave his wife?’




  There was a time I used to lie and tell her yes, love conquers all, it’s a big step, you have to give him time, you wouldn’t want a man who could just walk out on his children

  without a second thought anyway, would you?




  ‘No,’ I say.




  ‘Yes, but Sara—’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Sometimes I think you don’t want me to be happy,’ she says sulkily.




  ‘Oh, yes, that’ll be it,’ I say tartly. ‘I just listen to you go on about this total arsehole ad bloody infinitum for my health. I mean, why chillax at a club when I can

  spend my Friday nights sitting in a wine bar – and for the record, that’s whine spelt with the aitch – listening to my best friend make excuses for some pathetic creep who

  can’t just make one woman miserable like most married men, oh, no, he has to ruin two women’s lives to feel good about himself.’




  ‘You don’t have to be such a bitch about it.’ Amy sniffs, getting a face on. ‘You’re always so cynical—’




  ‘I am not cynical.’




  ‘You are. People can’t help falling in love, Sara. You know,’ she says, adopting the familiar pitying tone that Couples (however fucked up) use towards Singles the world over,

  ‘when it finally happens to you you’ll understand. You can’t always choose where you love.’




  She pushes the boundaries of friendship, she really does.




  ‘I need to go to the loo,’ I say crossly, sliding off my lemon wedge. ‘Keep an eye on my bag, would you?’




  I smooth down my skirt – two inches above the knee; sexy, but not obvious – and make sure I give it plenty of va-va-voom as I sashay to the toilet. You never know who’s

  watching. The trick, I’ve found, is to think about the last time you had really hot sex – though, sadly, in my case this is a more distant memory than it has any right to be for a

  single, solvent twenty-five-year-old female with no immediately apparent drawbacks like hairy armpits, suppurating buboes or Juicy Couture tracksuit bottoms. Not that I’m really in the mood

  now, to be honest. Amy and her married shit-for-brains have put paid to that. Why do some women insist on believing that any man, even a swamp donkey who doesn’t belong to you, is better than

  no man at all?




  But I walk toe-heel, toe-heel to get that hot-model lilt into my walk anyway.




  Since I don’t actually need to pee, I was just trying to avoid twenty-five to life for strangling my best friend, I loll idly against the freestanding green glass sink – this place

  takes itself way too seriously – and gurn at the mirror. Frankly, this grim fluorescent light doesn’t do a girl any favours. Every spot I’ve ever had since the age of

  twelve is suddenly ghosting through my make-up, and you could fit Roseanne Barr into the bags under my eyes.




  I run my fingers through my new short hair, wondering where the fuck the sassy, sharp, sexy-career-girl crop I had when I left the salon this morning has gone. Thanks to the rain and wet

  Laundromat warmth of first the tube and now the bar, I’m starting to look disconcertingly like Lady Di circa 1982, which is hardly the effect I was looking for. Oh shit. I should never

  have let Amy talk me into cutting it. I must have been bloody mad. Let’s face it: her judgement is hardly without peer.




  Despairingly I tug the shingle at the bare nape of my neck. How long does it take for hair to grow? Five millimetres a month? I’ll be an old maid before I look presentable again. No man is

  going to go near me, I’ll turn into a dyke divorce lawyer, I’ll never have sex again except with hairy women wearing Birkenstocks. Maybe I’ll join the Taliban. At least if

  you’re stuck under one of those black sheets no one’s going to know if you have spots or a bad-hair day.




  The moment I rejoin Amy, she starts on again about Terry, and I wonder if she even noticed I was gone. Dear God, if I ever get a boyfriend again, which appears to be increasingly unlikely,

  please strike me down and cover me with unsavoury rashes if I ever end up like this.




  I glance at my watch. I should be heading over to Fisher Lyon Raymond for the old sod’s retirement party now, anyway. Hardly the most exciting Friday night option – although sadly

  the best offer I have on the table right now – but I couldn’t exactly turn him down when he invited me at my bloody job interview. And it probably is a good idea to ‘meet

  everyone in an informal setting’ before I start there next week. See them all with their hair down – or even their pants, if what I’ve heard about family lawyers is true.




  Astonishingly, given my current run of luck, it’s actually stopped raining by the time we finish our drinks and leave. I walk with Amy to the tube station – resisting the

  uncharitable but reasonable urge to throw her under a train – and then carry on alone down Holborn towards Fisher’s, my breath frosting in the icy night air.




  It’s a five-minute walk that in these heels takes me twenty, so it’s gone seven by the time I get to the office block that houses the law firm. To my surprise, the entire building is

  in near-total darkness. I press my nose to the opaque glass front door: even the security guard has buggered off for the night. I’m puzzled: Fisher told me the party was here at seven,

  I’m sure of it.




  As I straighten up to leave, someone shoves the door open from the inside, almost knocking me out. The suit doesn’t even glance at me as I mutter something about an appointment and slip

  into the warm foyer before the door slams shut. I rub my bruised temples. Lucky I’m not a frigging terrorist, you supercilious git.




  I take the lift up to the fourth floor and squint – a little more cautiously this time – through the glass porthole in the door to the Fisher offices. Just the cleaner, moochily

  waving a duster over the receptionist’s desk. Shit. Now what?




  I wait a few moments, then irritably thump the lift button to go back down. Looks like it’s just me, my remote and a Lean Cuisine tonight, then. Marvellous. I’m having the most

  misspent misspent youth since Mother Teresa.




  I hit the button again. Someone must be loading the lift on the second floor; it’s been stuck there since forever. The back of my neck prickles, and I shiver. Offices at night creep me

  out. Too many thrillers where the girl gets it behind the filing cabinets. All those shadows—




  The door suddenly opens behind me and I jump about fifteen feet.




  A lawyer strides out of Fisher’s and is almost through the stairwell door before he even notices I’m there. He pauses, outstretched hand on the chrome push bar.




  ‘Can I help you?’ he asks curtly: very Surrey public schoolboy.




  ‘I’m looking for Fisher Raymond Lyon. Am I on the right floor?’




  ‘Yes, but I’m afraid the office is closed for the night. Did you want to make an appointment?’




  ‘Oh, I’m not a client,’ I say indignantly. Shit, do I look like a sad divorcée? ‘I’m a solicitor. My name’s Sara Kaplan – I’m starting work

  here next Monday.’




  ‘Ah, yes, of course.’ He switches his briefcase to his left hand and sticks out his right, practically breaking my fingers with his grip. Right back at you, I think, squeezing his

  hand as hard as I can. ‘Nicholas Lyon, one of the partners. I’m afraid I was detained on a difficult case in Leeds when my colleagues interviewed you, I do apologize. I understand you

  come very highly recommended from your previous firm.’




  News to me. I didn’t realize they were so keen to get rid of me. ‘Thank you. I’m very much looking forward to working here.’




  ‘Good, good. Well, welcome to the firm. I’ll look forward to seeing you on Monday.’




  God, he’s anal, he couldn’t be more restrained if he was strapped to a gurney – but bizarrely, he’s kind of sexy too. Can’t quite put my finger on it. Maybe

  it’s the mouth: very full lips, and a kind of Douglas dent in the chin. Good-looking, too, though he’s quite old: forty at least. And clothes that went out with the ark. Braces, for

  Christ’s sake! But at least he’s tall. And that mouth. I bet he’d give great head if someone taught him right—




  ‘Miss Kaplan, did you just want to drop off some paperwork, or was there something else?’




  My cheeks burn as if he can read my mind. I realize my hand is floating aimlessly near my shorn neck again, and quickly turn the gesture into an earring fiddle. My lobes are going to fall off if

  I don’t get used to this haircut soon. ‘Um. Well, it’s just that Mr Fisher invited me to his leaving party, and I thought it might be nice to meet everyone before

  Monday—’




  ‘Oh, I see. Yes, of course. It’s not here, though, it’s at the Italian restaurant across the road. I’m just going over there myself.’




  He presses the button and we stand staring in mutual fascination at the steel door whilst the lift takes its own sweet time to come up. Well, this is fun. I’ve felt less awkward playing

  Twister. He’s kind of gawking at me out of the corner of his eye, probably wondering why the fuck his colleagues hired me and vowing never to go away and leave them to their own devices

  again. I can tell I am so not his kind of woman. Bet he likes them small and dainty, with long girly hair and little nubbin breasts. He’s just got that old-fashioned air about him.

  Poker-straight back like he’s ex-military, and that nondescript short-but-not-too-short haircut my father’s had since before I was born. At least he’s still got hair, I suppose;

  actually it’s thick and dark, it’d probably be curly too if he’d just let it grow a bit. And his eyes are amazing; they’re a rather boring, wishy-washy grey–blue

  colour but they scream ‘bedroom’! Mind you, the rest of him is so buttoned-up I bet he’d have a heart attack if he knew.




  Surreptitiously I clock his left hand. Naturellement. I guarantee the wife’s never worked. I can see it all now: she probably started out a size eight but is more like a sixteen

  now, irons and starches his shirts by hand, cooks him homemade steak-and-kidney pie and has sex by numbers every Saturday night whilst she plans the menu for their next dinner party. Two pre-teen

  kids, boy and girl, of course, unremarkable private schools, tennis and violin lessons, newish Volvo on the drive, one modest skiing holiday a year – upmarket but not too smart –

  and two weeks every summer somewhere sunny but not package: northern Cyprus, maybe Malta. God, save me from death by domesticity.




  The lift finally arrives and naturally he waits for me to go first, shooting me this freaky look as if I’m an alien who’s just pitched up on his front lawn after a short sojourn at

  Roswell. I’d love to get in his trousers just to shake him up a bit. I bet once you got him going he could be a dirty bastard in bed; the funniest part would be watching him find out.




  Clearly I am never going to get the chance to put my theory to the test. Lyon edges to the far side of the lift, puts a London bus width between us as we cross the road, and shoots off like an

  Exocet to the far side of the room the moment we reach the restaurant. Either he’s terrified of women or the radioactive waste I ate for breakfast is repeating on me.




  I grab a glass of tepid house white from a passing waiter. From the look of it, the law firm has taken over the restaurant for the night. Most of the tables have been pushed back out of the way,

  which means everyone’s standing around in self-conscious knots not knowing quite how to juggle drink, canapés and handshakes. The knack, I’ve discovered, is not to bother with

  the canapés.




  I’m just reaching for my second glass when the old guy, Fisher, pounces from behind a pillar covered with plastic grapes. Bloody lucky he’s leaving, I think, as the dirty git kisses

  me on the cheek and grabs the opportunity to cop a quick feel of my bum at the same time. Hasn’t he heard of sexual harassment suits? Mind you, I suppose you take it where you can get it when

  you hit sixty and bugger the risk.




  I network for a bit, letting Fisher’s paw roost between my shoulder blades as he introduces me first to a fiftyish battleaxe called Joan Bryant, their scary-looking ‘sleeping’

  partner – she should be so lucky, she’s got a face like a slapped arse – and then to David Raymond, a rather skittish lawyer who looks younger than me but is probably early

  thirties. You can tell just by looking at him that never in a month of Sundays would he ever be called Dave. I’m guessing his father was the original Raymond on the firm’s

  letterhead.




  The conversation turns to the pig’s ear the Government has made of its latest legislative proposals for no-fault divorce. Joan immediately – and predictably – says the whole

  premise is a logical impossibility, since divorce is always the man’s fault, and then glares at David as if she’s going to eat him and spit out the bones, like Gollum. David gives a

  sickly grin and feebly starts to point out that there are always two sides to every story – oh dear, not in divorce, David, what are you, a frigging Relate counsellor? There’s

  only ever one side: the side paying us – but he subsides into pale sweaty silence when Gollum licks her lips.




  Fisher slides his meaty palm down my spine and rests it comfortably on my arse. ‘C’mon, c’mon, let the new boy speak. What do you think, Sara?’




  ‘I guess quickie no-faulters could be a good idea,’ I muse, resisting the urge to grab his wrinkly dick to even things up a bit. ‘You’re more likely to get repeat

  customers if you can recycle the exes quickly.’




  ‘Contested, drawn-out divorces bring in more fees,’ Gollum snaps.




  Fisher laughs uproariously. ‘You girls are two of a kidney,’ he splutters. ‘Fees first, everything else later.’




  I barely have time to register this monumental insult when a rosy-cheeked dumpling in creased Laura Ashley – Fisher’s long-suffering wife, I presume – sidles over and gently

  extracts him from temptation and my waistband. I like her instantly. Mrs Fisher looks like every little kid’s ideal mother, all pillowy soft bosom and warm forgiving hugs. Couldn’t be

  further from mine, then, if she tried.




  My parents married tragically young – seventeen, the pair of them – and had me six months later. Hmm, you do the maths. My mother likes to relate the ‘nightmare’ of

  giving birth to me to anyone who’ll sit still long enough: the agonizing three-and-a-half-day labour, the emergency Caesarean, the haemorrhaging, the next-of-kin consent forms, the

  hysterectomy, the works. Makes you feel kind of guilty from the word go just for existing, really. So anyway: I’m it, their one shot at immortality. At least Dad has his job to

  distract him – he’s a financial adviser – but my mother’s never worked; I’m her entire focus, and to be honest, it can get a bit wearing. She’s always buying me

  things: a Louis Vuitton handbag for my birthday, Gucci loafers for Christmas; I still get a stocking filled with goodies collectively worth more than I earn in a year. I’m not really

  complaining; but you get nothing for nothing, not even from your parents. Every time I find myself in a financial scrape – which is pretty much whenever I walk past Jigsaw – my mother

  bails me out, then beats me with it for months afterwards. She doesn’t do it to be nice, but to control me. Dad doesn’t approve but he never interferes; there’s no question who

  wears the trousers in our house.




  I toss back the house vinegar and glance round idly for Nick. He’s standing in the furthest corner of the room – and staring intently, almost fixedly, at me. I feel a jolt of

  recognition at the hunger in his eyes. As soon as he catches my gaze he blanches and looks away, but it’s too late. You know when a man wants you.




  I’m shocked. I would never have thought – he doesn’t seem the type. Not your usual kind of player. In a previous age I’d have cast him as one of those medieval monks who

  wore a hair shirt to mortify the flesh and got out a cat-o’-nine-tails whenever he had carnal thoughts. Actually, for all I know he’s a paid-up member of Opus Dei. I’ve read

  The Da Vinci Code too, you know.




  He looks so appalled you’d think he’d fallen headfirst into a pit of decomposing plague victims. I almost want to go over and tell him not to worry. He is hot, especially with

  that suppressed slow-burn thing he’s got going on. But off limits. I might borrow the odd unattended husband from time to time, but I never do office romances – it’s always the

  woman who gets screwed. No way do I intend to end up like Amy in four years time.




  But I can’t deny it’s going to make encounters by the coffee-machine at playtime more interesting. And if he’s got the hots for me, it’s not going to do my career any

  harm either, as long as I tread carefully.




  God, that makes me sound like a calculating witch, and I’m really not. It’s just that in this business men get to play the Old School Tie card all the time, whereas women have got

  nothing but the wits – and body – God gave them. You don’t often see women reaching down to give their younger sisters a hand up the career ladder the way men do. I’d never

  sleep my way to the top, but a little flirtation – that’s all, I swear – to oil the wheels of fellowship never did any harm. Hey. You play the cards you’re dealt.




  A middle-aged woman suddenly flusters into the restaurant, her head bobbing frantically as she tries to find a face she recognizes. Probably a clerk’s wife. She’s missed brushing a

  bit of her rather wild, dark hair, and it’s all bed-heady at the back. No coat, safe, dependable little black dress to the knee, discreet early-marriage jewellery – big on

  sentimentality, small on diamonds – and a battered bucket handbag the size of the Chunnel. Lovely dark eyes, though, and she’s reed-thin, lucky cow. But – oh, God! –

  she’s forgotten to change her shoes. Oh, poor bitch. She’s standing in the middle of this snotty Italian London restaurant in a pair of pink towelling slippers.




  No one else seems to have even noticed her arrival. I grab another glass of house white from a nearby tray and shoot over.




  ‘Here,’ I say kindly, shoving it towards her, ‘it tastes like lukewarm battery acid, but it’s better than nothing. By the way,’ I murmur discreetly, ‘you

  might want to change your shoes in the ladies before you join everyone.’




  She takes the wine and shifts her huge bag from one shoulder to the other, shedding a cascade of tissues, broken pens and what looks like a half-eaten gingerbread man onto the floor as it flaps

  open. I wonder if she’s in the right place; surely even a clerk’s wife couldn’t be this dippy. ‘Sweet of you,’ she says absently, spilling half the wine on

  herself as she bends to pick up the shit she’s just chucked on the ground. Still glancing distractedly around the restaurant, she mops ineffectually at her dress with one of the tissues,

  rubbing what looks like flour into the worn fabric.




  ‘Your shoes,’ I hiss again.




  She looks curiously at her slippers as if seeing them for the first time. ‘Oh, yes,’ she says equably. ‘Well, at least the rain hasn’t ruined them.’




  I watch disbelievingly as she calmly kicks the slippers off and shoves them into the bulging tardis on her shoulder, seemingly untroubled by the fact that she’s now wandering London in her

  stockinged feet. Is this woman for real? God, I hope I don’t get that frigging mental when I’m old.




  Abruptly Nick materializes beside us, looking strained. He ignores me completely.




  ‘Malinche, where in heaven’s name have you been? It’s eight-thirty, Will’s been asking for you for the last hour! What kept you?’




  Fuck, this is Nick’s wife?




  ‘Traffic,’ she says, waving a hand vaguely in the direction of the street.




  ‘I told you to allow – oh, never mind. Now that you’re here, you’d better come and be sociable.’




  ‘I was, darling, I was talking to this gorgeous girl here – such a lovely suit, I hate chartreuse itself, of course, the drink I mean, but that’s simply a

  delicious colour, especially with that corn-gold hair, how clever of you – what did you say your name was?’




  ‘Sara Kaplan,’ I supply faintly.




  ‘Of course, Sara, well, Nicholas, I was being sociable as you can see, I was talking to Sara, she very kindly got me a drink, I was just about to come and find you and Will, and

  then here you were—’




  Does the woman never draw breath? I can’t believe the stuffy-but-cute Nick is with this hippy, style-free Alzheimer dingbat. He doesn’t look very comfortable either as she latches

  onto him and grabs his arm, and suddenly I can see it all: the childhood sweetheart he married when he was too young to know any better, the kids that followed before he knew it, the albatross of a

  mortgage, the arid sex life, the whole nightmare. Poor sod. He looks like he needs some R & R big time.




  Hmmm. Now there’s an interesting thought.




  All of a sudden, Monday can’t come quickly enough.
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  Malinche




  Kit can be such a total wretch sometimes, really he can. I flick the end of a tea-towel at him, but he ducks and instead I catch the saucepan chandelier hanging over the

  island in the centre of the kitchen, setting pans and ladles clattering against each other. I cover the telephone mouthpiece so that Nicholas won’t hear the din, and stick out my tongue at

  Kit as he sits there shaking with laughter and doing absolutely nothing to stop my wilful baby daughter from putting the rabbit down the waste disposal.




  ‘Oh, God, Metheny, don’t do that,’ I gasp, quickly rescuing the trembling creature and steadying the saucepans. ‘Poor rabbit. Sorry, Nicholas, I have to go.

  I’ll see you at the station. Usual time?’




  Nicholas yelps in my ear. ‘For God’s sake, Malinche, it’s William’s retirement party this evening! Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten! You’re supposed to be

  on the five twenty-eight from Salisbury to Waterloo, remember?’




  Oh, Lord. I had completely forgotten. It’s three forty already, Liz will be dropping the girls off from school at any moment, I haven’t made their tea yet – I thought

  ravioli di magro would be nice, I haven’t done that for a while; a little fresh ricotta seasoned with nutmeg, sea salt and black pepper and blended with Swiss chard and pancetta

  stesa, and of course freshly grated Parmesan over the top. I haven’t sorted out a babysitter, I need to wash my hair, what to wear, how on earth am I going to get to the station in time

  for the five twenty-eight?




  ‘So I am. I hadn’t really forgotten,’ I fib, crossing my fingers behind my back, ‘it just slipped my mind for a moment. Hold on a second—’




  I put the receiver down and thrust Don Juan de Marco back in his cage in the scullery with a couple of wilted leaves of pak choi as consolation, firmly securing the latch with a piece of twine

  so the baby can’t let him out again. Metheny instantly stops what she is doing – picking up spilt Cheerios from beneath her high-chair and putting them one by one into Kit’s

  outstretched hand – to crouch plumply by the rabbit cage, nappy in the air, fat gold curls clinging to the nape of her neck as her chubby little fingers poke and pull at the string. I cross

  my fingers that the twine holds for at least the next five minutes and throw myself theatrically onto my knees on the kitchen flagstones in front of Kit, hands clasped in supplication as I try my

  best to look pathetic.




  He ignores my amateur dramatics, fastidiously heaping the Cheerios into a small pyramid on the counter before dipping an elegant pale finger into my cake mix to taste it. I’ve flavoured it

  with vanilla and orange and lemon zest, darkened it with cocoa and spiced it up with candied orange peel. The meld of tangy rich scents drifts around the warm kitchen like fog on the moors.




  ‘What?’ he says sternly.




  I flap my hands at him to be quiet. Nicholas knows Kit is my best friend and comes over to visit, of course he does, but he doesn’t have to know quite how often.




  ‘What?’ Kit mouths.




  I intensify my importunate expression, although I suspect, from the twitch at the corner of Kit’s mouth, that the net effect is one of constipation rather than entreaty. He rolls his eyes

  but nods, as I knew he would. I struggle up from the floor. Dramatic gestures are all very well, but then of course you have to live with the consequences; it’s rather like having sex on the

  beach, not nearly as romantic as you imagine, and of course the sand gets everywhere. I scoop up Metheny in the nick of time – my delicious yummy baby, she smells like warm fresh-baked

  bread – and retrieve the phone. ‘I really must go, Nicholas—’
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