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  For my musical heroes (who my husband says were all popular before 1972).




  As Bruce Springsteen wrote in ‘Glory Days’, he hoped that when he was old he wouldn’t sit around thinking about how great life had been when we were all

  young.




  But he probably would.
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  Prologue




  ————




  




  1969




  The thing Stella was most aware of was the strange atmosphere in the manor house, even on this bright, cold day. The Glebe must have been beautiful once, before it got so run

  down, but now it seemed slightly forbidding.




  Of course it might just be in her own guilty mind.




  ‘That’s because it’s supposed to be haunted,’ Duncan commented, not looking at her. ‘We’re renting it because it’s cheap and it’s been used by

  other bands, so we know it’s OK.’




  Ever since that night last week, neither of them had looked at the other. How she had ever gone to bed with Dull Duncan, Cameron’s shy and awkward friend, she found it hard to imagine. But

  she’d been really upset at the time and he’d offered temporary comfort and understanding.




  Cameron, on the other hand, was oddly jolly. He’d come back from his sudden dash to America rather crestfallen, but ever since he’d produced this new song, he’d been his old

  cocky self. In fact, he was so exuberant that she wondered if he was on something.




  The record company had been brutal and had told him they weren’t interested unless he could come up with something new and stronger.




  And he had.




  It was amazing. Cameron and his musicians were here at The Glebe to rehearse and improve some of their old stuff and then record the new song and mix it in the mobile van outside. Then

  they’d see if the record company would change its mind.




  Inside, the house was freezing. The heating obviously didn’t work and though there were a couple of large fireplaces, no one had laid them ready for the touch of a welcoming match. Pulling

  the tattered red brocade curtains wouldn’t achieve much because, though they had once been beautiful, they were moth-eaten and falling apart. Stella slightly dreaded to think what the five

  bedrooms would be like, and tried to tell herself that being here was a big and very cool adventure.




  Laurie, the roadie, kept his beanie hat on and recommended that everyone else did the same.




  Stella wished she’d worn something warmer than the floaty floor-length dress in paisley silk that she’d bought at Kensington Market, and was now wearing with just a camisole

  underneath. She’d been delighted when she’d found it because it looked exotic and Bohemian and just right for a rock star’s girlfriend; she’d even wondered whether to wear a

  flowery headband with it, but now they were inside she was shivering.




  ‘Can I borrow your jacket?’ she’d asked Cameron, indicating his usual black Levi’s bomber.




  ‘This isn’t some fucking Oxford ball,’ had been Cameron’s pithy reply.




  Still not looking at her, Duncan had given her his.




  ‘Where shall I set up the drums, Dunc?’ asked the session musician they’d booked to play with them. Duncan had somehow morphed into their manager, she noted.




  Duncan looked around the sitting room with the Indian bedspreads thrown across the sofas, sniffing the scent of patchouli joss sticks.




  ‘Probably to mask the damp,’ Laurie had moaned.




  ‘There.’ He pointed to a space in the large hall, right under a chandelier that looked like it needed polishing.




  ‘What, on the tiles?’




  ‘There’s no room in here.’




  With Laurie’s help he assembled some acoustic screens in each corner of the once-grand drawing room to separate the instruments from each other. The lead and bass guitars took up their

  positions with Cameron in the centre.




  Cameron stood at the mic and brushed back his thick shoulder-length hair, the hair his mum kept telling him looked like a girl’s. But there was nothing remotely girly about Cameron

  Keene.




  ‘I’ll have to start just to keep bloody warm.’ He grinned and began to sing the new song.




  

    

      Don’t leave me in the morning,




      Baby, I don’t want to let you go;




      Don’t leave me in the morning,




      Baby, I know our love could grow . . .


    


  




  Stella forgot the cold as she listened. There was so much vulnerability, so much raw pain and longing in his voice, that she wanted to get up and hold him, she felt so unbearably moved.




  If the recording company couldn’t see that this new song was a hit in the making, then they were deluded.




  ‘Just add a bit of echo from the echo unit,’ Duncan advised. ‘The drums sounded incredible with that reverb from the wood panelling and your voice was amazing, Cam, like

  Leonard Cohen with a dash of Frank Sinatra.’




  Everyone laughed. Cameron reached for Stella. ‘I need a half-hour nap,’ he announced, dragging Stella towards the dilapidated stairs as the others looked on in varying degrees of

  envy and lecherousness.




  ‘Well, don’t make it any longer,’ Duncan still wasn’t looking in her direction, ‘we’ve only got this place for three days.’




  Stella examined her tangled emotions. A certain exultancy at being a rock singer’s girlfriend who was behaving outrageously, laced with a sprinkling of suburban discomfort for exactly the

  same reason, together with a definite dash of relief that obviously Duncan had not mentioned her slip of the other night to Cameron, along with a healthy dab of irritation that their lovemaking was

  being allotted only half an hour.




  She’d have to see about that.




  Afterwards, he leaned across her and lit a joint.




  ‘That song . . .’ she began, eager to know more about it. ‘There’s so much pain and loss in it . . .’




  ‘You think it’s about you!’ Cameron was suddenly laughing at her. ‘Why do all women think they’re the centre of a bloke’s universe? It’s a song, Stell.

  A work of art. Like a Picasso but with the ears in the right place.’ He patted her on the hand. ‘Here, come on, sorry, love. We’d better get back down or Duncan’ll be up

  reminding us how much we’re wasting of his rental fee.’




  Stella turned away to hide the tears welling up in her eyes at his brutal tone. There were some aspects of being the lead singer’s girlfriend that, frankly, she could do without.




  





  One




  ————




  




  2016




  Stella laid out the ingredients for spaghetti Bolognese on the wooden worktop of her Arts and Crafts kitchen: beef mince, onions, garlic, tinned tomatoes, puree, salt and

  pepper, dried oregano and basil. She also added her mystery ingredients: red wine and a Parmesan rind which some TV chef maintained would transform the dish and which actually did. How many times,

  Stella wondered, had she made spaghetti Bolognese? T. S. Eliot’s Prufrock might have measured out his life in coffee spoons, but Stella’s was definitely measured out by batches of spag

  Bol.




  It might be humble but it was the perfect dish for a day when her daughter Emma and son-in-law Stuart plus beloved grandchildren, as well as her over-reliable husband Matthew and unreliable best

  friend Suze, would all turn up at different moments.




  Besides, she had a meeting this afternoon with a particularly petulant pug owner. Stella’s career as a pet painter had flourished with the arrival of social media, rather to her surprise.

  It had all started when she decided a blog might be good for business, and started one under the endearing persona of a Jack Russell called Frank whose portrait she had painted a couple of years

  back. She then added some of Frank’s friends, who happened to be other pets she had painted, and the whole thing took off.




  And she had to admit, the outcome had been extremely satisfying: a whole succession of pets to paint. Of course it was hard to make them as winning as Frank, but then as every successful

  portrait painter knows, whether of humans, pets or probably, for all she knew, Martians, a little flattery never went amiss. It might mean you didn’t get into the National Portrait Gallery,

  but you could make a reasonable living. And ever since Matthew had stopped working Stella had found it more and more essential to get out of the house. She didn’t want to think too much about

  that, especially since the statistics about long life meant that they might have another thirty years together.




  The thought almost made Stella burn the onions. She was saved by the arrival of Suze, the friend she’d had right through childhood and then art college, bearing a Marks and Spencer’s

  cheesecake. Suze, as usual, presented a colourful picture, reminiscent of Vivienne Westwood with a dash of Grayson Perry. Even at her age she delighted in scouring charity shops for old velvet

  curtains and scraps of lampshade brocade which, with surprising deftness, she transformed into astonishing outfits on her ancient Singer sewing machine.




  ‘It’s just out of the freezer so it needs defrosting,’ Suze announced. ‘That’s why I popped round now. You don’t mind, do you? If I wasn’t so busy

  watching re-runs of The Wire, I could have whisked up a fatless chocolate with ganache filling but, as you know, I’m post-domestic.’




  Stella refrained from asking when her friend had ever been anything else and gratefully accepted the cake. ‘Fancy a coffee?’




  ‘Fabulous. Have you got any chocolate biscuits? Only I’m trying to push my cholesterol level up. My bloody GP won’t give me statins unless it’s higher so I’m doing

  my best to oblige her.’ Suze was convinced statins were the answer to every problem faced by their generation and had been furious when refused this basic right on such unreasonable grounds

  as her obvious fitness. Amazingly, Suze managed to maintain this despite lounging in a dressing gown watching endless box sets. ‘If you haven’t got a man in your life,’ she was

  wont to argue, ‘they make a passable substitute. And at least you don’t have to spend hours arguing about who the killer will turn out to be.’




  ‘I thought that was the whole point of box sets,’ Stella responded. ‘Giving long-term couples something to talk about when the children have left home. Marriages saved by

  sadistic murder.’




  Actually Stella and Matthew enjoyed them as well. In fact, sometimes Stella thought it was the only thing they did enjoy. Maybe that was what this stage in life should be called. Falling in

  love. Settling down. Having children. Paying off the mortgage. Retiring. And, after that, box sets.




  Stella rooted out the chocolate biscuits from the larder. Naturally they were in an Arts and Crafts tin. This one featured the famous strawberry thief.




  ‘Matthew still as William Morris-obsessed as ever?’ asked Suze. ‘Where is he, anyway? Trying to discover the last roll of the great man’s wallpaper at a car-boot

  sale?’




  They both laughed.




  It had all started harmlessly enough. Thirty years ago, while most of their contemporaries headed for the big city, Matthew had seen the advantages of staying in Camley, on London’s

  southernmost fringes, which had both cheap housing and a pleasant high street somewhat influenced by his architectural heroes, so they had remained here and found a house with a turret and an oriel

  window. Matthew had proceeded to fill it with Arts and Crafts treasures – fireplaces with chased copper surrounds, simple wooden chairs with rush seats, Moroccan-style coffee tables from

  Liberty, the great specialists in the style, round brass mirrors with turquoise enamel insets. Nothing that was not in period had been allowed house room. The star attraction was a vast embroidered

  panel that proclaimed William Morris’s most famous saying:




  

    

      HAVE NOTHING IN YOUR HOUSES THAT YOU DO NOT KNOW TO BE USEFUL OR BELIEVE TO BE BEAUTIFUL.


    


  




  Looking at it sometimes, Stella had to repress the thought that these days Matthew himself might not fit into either category.




  ‘Why don’t you just move into a museum so you can relax?’ Suze teased from time to time and Stella knew exactly what she meant. The house reflected Matthew far more than her.

  Stella was embarrassed to admit how unconfident she’d been about her own style when they were first married (what a thing for a woman to admit!) and how oddly confident Matthew had been. She

  had her own domains, though. The kitchen and their bedroom. The rest she’d abandoned to the Arts and Crafts movement. They’d certainly feel at home if they ever came here. Except that

  they were dead.




  Of course, it hadn’t always been like this. When they’d first met, Matthew hadn’t been eccentrically obsessed but interestingly different. His degree might have been in

  chemistry but his major interest had been with Matisse and old saxophones, which he quietly collected. Maybe she should have noted the signs. He had been dark and intriguing, given to wearing black

  and occasionally a beret and sunglasses like his sax-playing heroes. It had certainly made him stand out in a hippie era of long hair and loon pants. And he’d wanted more than anything to

  play sax in a band.




  To give him his due, as soon as they’d married and had Emma, he abandoned his dream of making it as a musician and trained as an accountant instead. It had been Matthew’s earnings,

  Stella reminded herself sternly, which had kept them all afloat. However, she had compromised too. She had put the idea of becoming an architect on hold in exchange for full-time motherhood. Had

  she given up too easily, telling herself that there was no way they could afford the childcare during Matthew’s training?




  But then she’d adored looking after Emma. Her own mother had found it difficult to show affection, but Stella loved nothing more than lying on a rug with her delightful baby under the

  apple tree in their large suburban garden. Her high-flying friends who’d moved on from Camley to greater things might widen their eyes at the idea of staying in suburbia and looking after

  your own child, but Stella had made new ones and Suze, as eccentric then as now, a round peg in a square suburban hole if ever there was one, had formed a bridge between the two worlds, caring so

  little what people thought that they didn’t dare think anything.




  After a lifetime of buckling down, she supposed Matthew deserved to be as eccentric as he wanted. She just wished it was golf rather than car-boot sales feeding his Morris-mania. And the idea,

  the merest suggestion, that they might downsize to a nice flat with deep cosy sofas, carpets you could sink into and underfloor heating instead of aesthetically accurate bare rooms with polished

  boards and carefully placed pieces was, to Matthew, somewhere between disputing the discovery of DNA and denying the existence of free will. A total affront to everything he believed in.




  ‘Come on,’ Suze insisted, ‘you’d better get on with the cordon bleu. At least let’s have some decent music.’ She twiddled the dial on the retro Roberts radio

  which Matthew had grudgingly allowed into the kitchen.




  ‘Radio 2!’ protested Stella, a diehard 4 fan.




  ‘Haven’t you heard? Radio 2 plays our sort of music now.’




  Stella looked scandalized. The last time she’d listened to Radio 2 had been thirty years ago at her mother-in-law’s when Jimmy Young dominated the airwaves telling you a thousand

  things to do with a discarded pair of tights.




  As if in endorsement, DJ Mike Willan’s cheery tones filled the room. ‘Hello, Flower Children! Hands up anyone who can remember those crazy hippie days?’




  Stella and Suze both put their hands up, laughing. ‘I see what you mean!’




  ‘Do I have a surprise for you later in the show!’ Mike enthused. ‘A mega-famous mystery guest who will make all you ladies get your caftans in a twist! So get your matches

  ready to light!’




  ‘It can’t be Bob Dylan?’ Suze speculated. ‘Remember those Dylan concerts where we all lit a match and held it up?’




  ‘Emma says they use the light on their iPhones now.’ They both shook their heads in silent disapproval.




  ‘How old is Dylan anyway?’




  ‘About a hundred and two.’ Stella shrugged.




  Suze consulted her phone. ‘Seventy-five. Bloody hell, Stell, how did that happen?’




  ‘You know what Chrissie Hynde says? All our heroes are going to die in the next ten years.’




  ‘That’s cheery! Though they do have a rock-star death a day on the Today programme,’ Suze conceded gloomily. ‘They should start calling it Death of the Day

  instead of Thought for the Day! But we’re still here. What did they say in that Small Faces song? “Mustn’t grumble”!’




  Fortunately, they were distracted from their gloomy thoughts by the next choice of music. ‘It’s Steppenwolf!’ shouted Suze, turning the radio up so loud that the pictures

  rattled on the walls. ‘“Born to Be Wild”! God, I loved this song! I remember staying up all night sitting on my sleeping bag at some festival till they came on at dawn!’




  Abandoning the spag Bol to its fate they skipped across the kitchen, revving up their imaginary Harley Davidsons and singing ‘Born to Be Wild’ at the tops of their voices.




  ‘And here he is, our mystery guest – Cameron Keene!’




  ‘It can’t be!’ Stella blurted. ‘He hasn’t been on tour for years.’




  ‘Maybe he needs the cash, like Leonard Cohen when his manager ran off with all the dosh.’




  Stella had to sit down at her dresser, glancing up at the photo Matthew had dug out of her when she was a first-year student. All big eyes and blonde Marianne Faithfull hair, wearing the tiniest

  miniskirt and knee-length suede boots.




  Going to art college had seemed such a huge adventure. Wonderful and terrifying. She had been the first in her family to opt for further education, and when they’d dropped her off on her

  first day, her parents had dressed up as if for a wedding, her dad in his only suit and her mum in a flowery hat. They had been appalled and embarrassed when they’d seen the casual clothes

  the other parents wore and had never set foot near the place again. Maybe they had been right in their fear and suspicion that their only child was leaving them for an alien world that would change

  her forever, that she would, as Bob Dylan prophesied, very soon be beyond their command. They certainly watched, baffled and slightly hurt, as she shortened her skirts, went on protest marches, and

  mixed with young men who, to them, looked like girls. When she got home she would disappear to her tiny bedroom, carting huge volumes with titles they couldn’t comprehend, and turn up the

  equally incomprehensible music. Could that really be a lifetime ago?




  ‘But before we hear from Cameron himself,’ Mike Willan continued, ‘let’s listen to that song. It’s still one of the most famous tracks of all time. Ladies,

  does it make your hearts beat faster? How many years ago was it, Cameron?’




  ‘I never was any good at adding up,’ replied a grating, guttural voice that made you think of smoky rooms and all-night drinking sessions.




  ‘God, it really is him!’




  Suze’s arm went out to Stella and they stood, as if frozen by some hippie fairy, listening to the words of Cameron Keene’s iconic song ‘Don’t Leave Me in the

  Morning’.




  ‘To think we knew him,’ Suze whispered reverently. ‘And you more than knew him, Stell.’




  Stella didn’t even hear what her friend said. Instead she listened, transfixed by the words of the song that had become a worldwide lovers’ anthem. How many people had gone to bed

  with someone hoping passionately that it could be the start of love, yet fearing the other person already knew it was a mistake and couldn’t wait to get dressed and leave?




  Cameron Keene’s rasping tones conveyed such passionate longing, scored with a visceral fear of being abandoned, even more powerful in this song because it was so often the woman who felt

  used and discarded but this time it was the man. And as she listened she felt the years fall away until she was her eighteen-year-old self once again, listening to the demo being recorded all those

  years ago at The Glebe.




  ‘I wonder how many people have sat in their bedrooms playing that song over and over again?’ Mike Willan asked his audience as the music faded. ‘I know I did. And if

  you’re listening, Janet Morgan, I’d like you to know that I’m finally over you.’ He turned to his guest. ‘I’ve got a description of your voice here, Cameron. I

  think you’re going to like this.’ The DJ lowered his voice to a sexy whisper: ‘It speaks of smoky forlorn concupiscence that comes from the heart where love and loss

  live.’




  ‘What’s concupiscence mean?’ demanded Cameron disingenuously.




  ‘I think it means really, really fancying someone.’




  Cameron Keene laughed. ‘Pretty bloody accurate, then. I did really, really fancy the woman I wrote that song about.’




  ‘And did she abandon you?’




  Cameron laughed again. ‘She married a chartered accountant.’ They could almost picture him shaking his head in disbelief even after all these years. ‘Oh, Stella, how could you

  do it to me?’




  Suze gripped her friend. ‘Shit, Stella, did you hear that? He really did write it about you!’




  Stella shook her head. She could remember how he’d told her the song wasn’t about her at all, even accused her of being a typical woman who needed to feel the world revolved round

  her. How like Cameron to hide his true feelings. Maybe he’d felt she’d got too close, or wanted to hurt her as a punishment because she’d said she wouldn’t go to America

  with him?




  Stella told herself to be sensible, not to get carried away. ‘He probably just said that for effect. After all, it’s a pretty good line.’




  Mike Willan was clearly intrigued. ‘Have you ever seen her since?’ he asked, sensing a tale of long-lost love.




  ‘No.’ Cameron sounded surprisingly modest and humble. ‘But maybe I will now I’m back. She had this extraordinary glowing innocence. Maybe she’ll give me some more

  inspiration.’ Cameron laughed in a sexy, self-deprecating way. ‘After all, I could do with it. I’ve made ten albums and that was still my biggest hit.’




  ‘And you’ve had quite an eventful life . . .’




  ‘Do you mean the drink, the drugs or the divorces?’




  Suze laughed. ‘You have to like the man.’




  ‘Yes. Very Keith Richards.’ Stella was trying to hold on to reality.




  ‘Of course by now she must be . . .’ They both paused. It felt like the whole of England, if not the world, paused. ‘Over sixty. She could be a grey-haired granny.’




  Cameron Keene, raddled rock god, seemed lost for words. Eventually he answered. ‘My God, I hadn’t thought of that. In fact, I don’t think I want to think about that.

  Maybe I’d better not look her up after all.’




  ‘The cheek of the man!’ Suze protested. ‘I bet you he’s no bloody oil painting!’




  ‘And you’re playing concerts while you’re here?’ Mike Willan prompted.




  His guest seemed grateful at the change of subject. ‘Yes. Thanks for reminding me. My manager will be grateful. Starting in two weeks at the Roundhouse, then Cardiff, Manchester, Leeds,

  Glasgow, and ending up in Brighton.’




  ‘Fabulous. Thank you, Cameron Keene, and good luck in finding your early inspiration.’




  Stella and Suze stood lost in awe as the spaghetti sauce quietly burned on the hob behind them. It was almost too much to take in. One moment she was a suburban grandmother, the next, the

  inspiration of a world-famous love song, oozing with pain and passion. She’d sometimes wondered what it would feel like to be Pattie Boyd when she heard ‘Layla’, or Chris de

  Burgh’s wife when they played ‘Lady in Red’. Had it become a burden or did it make them smile a small secret smile – rather like the one on Stella’s lips at the

  moment? I’m an inspiration, she told herself, still amazed. If I haven’t done anything else in my life, I’ve been immortalized. How fantastic is that?




  Suze spoke first. ‘Did you have any idea? That the song was really about you?’




  Stella shook her head. ‘He told me it wasn’t. Don’t you remember? He wanted to leave art college and go to America. He begged me to go with him but I was terrified. I was

  eighteen, for God’s sake! I didn’t know which pants to put on in the morning, let alone whether I wanted to drop everything and be with Cameron. He was so angry with me it was awful. So

  we split up and I never heard from him again, from that day to this.’




  ‘Get you, though. Stella Ainsworth, muse.’




  ‘Actually, I was Stella Scott in those days.’




  ‘OK, then, Stella Scott, muse. Think about it: “Wonderful Tonight”, “My Sharona”, “Don’t Leave Me in the Morning” – you’ve inspired an

  anthem! Isn’t that rather fan-bloody-tastic?’




  ‘Except that it’s weird too,’ Stella had to admit as she thought about it more rationally. ‘That song has real pain in it, that’s why so many people play it in

  their bedrooms. I think I might even have played it in mine when Charlie Maynard threw me over for that Daphne, the blonde one, remember? Big boobs, size six.’




  ‘Well, that’s ironic!’




  ‘Yes, I suppose it is.’ They both laughed. ‘Fancy me inspiring an anthem at my age!’




  ‘Well, not at your age, precisely. When you were young with all that – what was it – extraordinary glowing innocence? I think this calls for a drink. What’ve you

  got?’




  ‘At ten-thirty?’




  ‘De rigueur for muses, dahling. Look at Marianne Faithfull before she gave it up.’




  ‘And Anita Pallenberg. Actually, I think I look quite young compared to them.’




  ‘They chose sex, drugs and rock ’n’ roll. You chose Matthew and Camley.’




  Much struck by this, Stella looked in the round brass mirror, with its decorative turquoise roundels, that Matthew had delightedly found in a junk shop. A still-elfin face looked back at her.

  Her hair was the same ash blonde, courtesy of L’Oréal now, of course, and cut to shoulder length in that style so beloved of women who don’t want to look their age. It suddenly

  struck her that, despite the years, she had tried to keep the same look. How sad was that? Especially as, on close inspection, those little lipstick-lines had appeared above her mouth, the ones you

  saw on older sales ladies in Selfridges, and there were ever-deeper lines at either side.




  ‘You know what this means?’ Suze looked in the mirror over her shoulder and grimaced.




  ‘That he’s going to die of disappointment I’m not still eighteen wearing a minidress and Biba boots?’




  ‘Every bloody journo in the country will want to track down the girl who inspired “Don’t Leave Me in the Morning”.’




  ‘Of course they won’t.’ Stella took in the blackened Bolognese. ‘This sauce is ruined.’




  ‘Open a jar, then.’




  Stella’s daughter, Emma, was borderline fanatical about what she fed her baby daughter. ‘Ruby’s only allowed homemade. With organic ingredients.’




  ‘Lie, then. You’re a muse. Break a few rules.’




  Stella opened the fridge. ‘Do muses drink already-opened Chardonnay?’




  ‘When the vintage Krug’s finished I think they drink anything that’s available.’




  Stella poured them a large glass each and went to look for a jar of shop-bought ragu. ‘Probably tastes better than mine anyway.’ Stella suddenly sat down. ‘I can’t

  believe all this. This morning I was a grandmother who paints pugs. Now I find I’ve inspired a song I probably paid good money to listen to. I feel like Alice down the rabbit hole.’




  ‘Who else is down there? What about Dull Duncan, Cameron’s boring friend, didn’t he go to America with him?’




  ‘Yes, I think he did. God, this is all so strange.’




  The years peeled suddenly away to the mad and wonderful days when she and Suze and Cameron and Duncan had all been at art college together. It had been an amazing adventure full of music,

  dressing up in weird and wonderful clothes, dabbling – rather nervously – in drugs and sex and feeling the world belonged to them. Then Cameron had signed with the record company and

  everything changed.




  They had just finished their wine when Matthew barged into the kitchen, hair awry, bursting with familiar fervour. ‘You’ll never guess what they’re planning to do

  now!’




  They were nearly always Camley Council, long-term enemies, in Matthew’s view, of all things either useful or beautiful.




  ‘What?’ enquired Suze, perfectly used to being ignored by Matthew.




  ‘Knock down the corner of the high street!’ He turned to Stella, shaking his head at the short-sighted stupidity of modern bureaucrats. ‘You know, those red-brick buildings

  with the gables and oriel windows! They’re unique to Camley! And now they want to turn them into another bloody shopping precinct.’ His voice shook with indignation.




  ‘Sounds like raising Paradise to put up a parking lot,’ teased Suze.




  ‘What are you on about, Susannah?’ Matthew enquired wearily.




  ‘Joni Mitchell. “Big Yellow Taxi”. Were you even awake in the Sixties and Seventies, Matthew?’




  At last he took in their glasses. ‘I loathed Joni Mitchell. Anyway, what are you two doing drinking already? Isn’t morning coffee more conventional at eleven? And what’s that

  awful smell?’




  ‘I burnt the spaghetti sauce,’ admitted Stella, who quite liked the idea of a Little Waitrose or Sainsbury’s Local on her doorstep, even if it did have to be half-timbered to

  fit in with the local architecture.




  ‘Oh for God’s sake, Stella, can’t you even cook the simplest thing?’




  Stella glared back at him. How had it happened that two people, who once had loved each other, now seemed only to find the other one irritating?




  ‘Get over it, Matthew,’ Suze replied, grateful she was single. ‘She had provocation. And it isn’t a conventional morning. Shall I tell him or will you?’




  ‘Go ahead.’ Stella shrugged.




  ‘Matthew, you are married to an inspiration.’




  Matthew shook his head. This was clearly not a view he shared.




  ‘We have just listened to Cameron Keene interviewed on Radio 2 about the tour he’s starting next week at the Roundhouse.’




  ‘But we never listen to Radio 2. It’s for overweight plebs addicted to AOR.’




  ‘What’s AOR, for goodness’ sake?’ Suze demanded.




  Matthew sighed. ‘Adult-Orientated Rock, though it should really be MOR, Moron-Orientated Rock.’




  ‘Gosh, Matthew, you really are a little ray of sunshine. I assume you mean the Eagles, Crosby, Stills and Nash, James Taylor? Then I’m certainly a moron.’




  ‘There you are, then; Radio 2 is right up your street.’




  ‘Well, we listened to it today. And Cameron Keene was being interviewed by Mike Willan.’




  ‘Cameron Keene?’ Matthew enquired, interested at last. ‘You-thought-he-was-dead Cameron Keene?’




  ‘Nonsense, he’s just been a bit quiet lately.’ Despite her irritation with Matthew, Suze couldn’t contain her excitement any longer. ‘Anyway, he revealed that he

  wrote “Don’t Leave Me in the Morning” about Stella!’




  ‘Good heavens!’ Matthew turned to his wife. ‘I thought you hardly knew the man.’




  ‘We went out for about a year,’ Stella admitted. ‘He left college and I met you.’




  ‘As a matter of fact, he said he’s never forgotten Stella’s glowing innocence and hopes he might meet her again so that she can re-inspire him,’ Suze announced with a

  satisfied swagger.




  ‘Stella’s far too old for that sort of nonsense,’ Matthew asserted, failing to notice the distinctly resentful spark in his wife’s eye. ‘He’s imagining her

  then not now. He’ll be in for a nasty shock if he does come and find her.’ Matthew became thoughtful for a moment. ‘Isn’t he originally from Camley?’




  ‘Acacia Avenue off Brighton Road. Though I don’t think he’d want that to get out.’ Suze could feel her friend’s annoyance and greatly sympathized. If she’d

  been married to Matthew, she’d have long ago hit him over the head with one of his Arts and Crafts treasures, the heavier the better. ‘Camley is far too suburban for his rock-god

  image.’




  ‘Brighton Road,’ Matthew persisted, ‘but that’s just next to the buildings they want to demolish. Maybe I could get him interested. He could write a song like that Irish

  bloke . . . you know the one I mean?’




  ‘Bob Geldof?’




  Suze and Stella exchanged glances. Either Matthew’s tunnel vision was getting worse or he put on this old fogeyish act just to annoy her.




  ‘I don’t know, Matthew,’ Suze replied, trying to suppress a giggle. ‘It isn’t exactly world famine, is it?’




  ‘You haven’t forgotten Stuart and Emma and the children are coming round tonight?’ reminded Stella, changing the subject.




  Matthew shrugged. ‘I hope it isn’t during the athletics.’ Athletics were Matthew’s new passion.




  ‘These are your grandchildren, remember. You can record the bloody athletics,’ Stella pointed out. ‘She’s got something to tell us.’




  ‘Not pregnant again, I hope. She can hardly afford the children she’s got.’




  ‘Matthew,’ Suze shook her head disbelievingly, ‘you should listen to yourself sometimes.’




  Matthew ignored her and changed the subject. ‘What’s for lunch?’




  ‘How should I know?’ Stella replied, goaded. ‘I’ve got an appointment with a pug owner so you’ll just have to forage.’




  ‘I’d better be off.’ Suze winked. ‘See you about seven?’




  ‘She’s not coming back, is she?’ demanded Matthew as soon as Suze was out of the door. ‘I don’t know why she hasn’t just moved in.’




  ‘Probably because you live here,’ Stella muttered under her breath as she got her stuff together to visit the owner who had commissioned her to paint her newest pug. Even pugs would

  be preferable to her husband sometimes. Stella sighed. She wondered if he’d created this persona as a defence of some sort. After all, when they’d met, he’d loved music as much as

  she did, including Joni Mitchell. She hoped it wasn’t their marriage that had done this to him. What a depressing thought.




  ‘See you later. Don’t forget about Emma and Stuart.’




  Her mind wandered back to the past for a moment, to those wild and heady days when anything had seemed possible and they were going to change the world.




  Cameron had wanted to break free more than anyone, to get away, to shake off his suburban shackles and live.




  And now he was back.




  Stella found herself smiling as she wondered if he really would manage to track her down. And what she would feel if he did. And, just as important, what would he feel to find that his

  blonde-haired Sixties icon was still living in Camley and had three grandchildren? But, of course, he wouldn’t do it. That had been for the benefit of the radio.




  Prue Watson, a high-flying businesswoman, lived in a bijou house in a modern development not far from the centre of Camley, handy for the station and Gatwick airport. Despite her busy lifestyle

  she owned three pugs.




  ‘How on earth do you manage?’ Stella asked, fascinated.




  ‘They go to Doggy Day Care.’




  Stella burst out laughing. ‘Is there really such a thing?’




  ‘Oh yes. It’s right next to the station. Lots of people drop their dogs off on their way into town. And if I’m late, I have a nice lady who picks them up and moves in when

  I’m away.’




  The pugs all snapped at each other at Prue’s feet, vying for their mistress’s attention.




  ‘Aren’t they gorgeous? I couldn’t choose which one I wanted when they were puppies so I got them all. One fawn. One apricot. One black.’




  Stella hadn’t known pugs came in different colourways and wondered, since Prue seemed to be some kind of interior designer, if you got them to match your décor. She almost asked if

  they also came in cappuccino, but decided that might be going too far. Personally, she loathed pugs; their sad, bulgy eyes always looked so anxious, as if inside that wrinkly skin and snuffly

  breathing a normal dog was wishing it could get out. Yet people seemed devoted to them.




  It always amused Stella how people matched their breeds. Yummy mummies pretending to be country ladies opted for chocolate Labradors that went with their Hunter wellies; silly ladies who lunched

  chose fluffy white Bichon Frises that were never allowed to get dirty; tall rangy people went for tall rangy lurchers, and only the most confident and fearless opted for the dog with the strongest

  will of all, the Jack Russell. Another thing she’d noticed about dog owners: as soon as their dog died, and they’d finally got the children off their hands and were free to do whatever

  they wanted, go anywhere they desired, what did they actually do? They acquired a really difficult rescue dog, preferably with separation anxiety, that needed immense input, total stability and

  consistent training and hey presto, like gardeners who can’t go away in the summer, they were no longer free and able to do what they wanted. And somehow this made them very happy.




  Stella tried to ignore the faint pong of multiple dog occupation which, to her amazement, even stylish owners like Prue never seemed to notice.




  Today her hopefully simple task was to photograph the fawn one. Even dog-hardened Stella had to admit that this particular pug was quite endearing. Of course they all had names beginning with

  ‘P’: Pugwash (naturally), Peaches and Pudding. She held out a doggy treat towards Pudding, the candidate for photography, and was steamrollered by Peaches and Pugwash. ‘Could they

  possibly go in the other room? It should only take five or ten minutes.’




  ‘Oh, but I’d like to dress him in various costumes, so we can see which is the cutest.’ Prue produced a tiny Venetian opera mask, a nurse’s apron and cap and – the

  pièce de résistance – a Santa costume. ‘If I really like the painting, I’m going to make it my Christmas card.’




  ‘But won’t the others be jealous?’ enquired Stella, straight-faced, as she snapped away with her beloved Fujifilm X-M1. Moments later she could have eaten her words when Prue

  brought the other two heavy breathers back into the room, produced two more Santa hats and expected Stella to capture all three dogs in one shot.




  An hour later, exhausted, one step from committing a doggy massacre, Stella had what she wanted.




  ‘How long will it take you?’ Prue enquired eagerly.




  ‘Now I have three to paint, it will take a little longer and I will have to up the price I quoted.’




  ‘Then I hope you’ll capture their characters. They’re all completely different, you know.’




  ‘Absolutely,’ Stella replied, surveying the row of fish-eyed wheezy animals and trying to remember which one was which.




  As she opened the front door at six-thirty, she had a brief fantasy that Matthew might have at least laid the table or unloaded the dishwasher. She’d seen how, when they

  retired, some of her friends’ husbands had taken over most of the shopping and quite a lot of the cooking. Some of them, to their wives’ amused but grateful astonishment, had become

  mini cordon bleu chefs, producing prawns with saffron rice or venison with juniper berries for weekday suppers which had previously consisted, when their wives were in charge, of shepherd’s

  pie or pork chops. Unfortunately, Matthew wasn’t one of them, though Stella was honest enough to admit she wasn’t sure how she’d take it if all her domestic duties were suddenly

  lifted from her shoulders. On the other hand, occasionally laying the table or making the bed wouldn’t go amiss.




  Their daughter Emma arrived at seven on the dot with her children in tow. Jesse, at just sixteen, was pale and slender with a curtain of long black hair. In Stella’s view he was worryingly

  withdrawn, though when she had attempted to raise this with Emma she was soon put in her place. All boys his age were like that, had been the tart reply. A grandmother’s role, she’d

  soon discovered, was to keep her wallet open and her mouth shut.




  Jesse had grown his hair even longer since she’d last seen him and almost looked like a child of the Sixties himself. He was a good-looking boy when he didn’t hide behind his

  luxuriant locks. Emma had had him in her mid-twenties, earlier than her peer group, and the pregnancy had, Stella suspected, taken her husband Stuart by surprise, if not rendered him speechless

  with shock. Stuart had only been working for a couple of years, with a well-known firm of radical lawyers who had, it seemed, a rather un-radical attitude to employees taking extended paternity

  leave. Not that Stuart had really tried.




  Stella had sometimes wondered if Jesse’s withdrawal was partly due to not seeing enough of his father, and hearing his mother moan endlessly about this fact. The irony of it all was that

  Stuart was absent because he was helping other people, throwing himself into miscarriages of justice, giving a voice to the voiceless, as his boss liked to put it, and being altogether admirable.

  Unless you were his family.




  Izzy was an exuberant eleven, as much ‘Look at me!’ as Jesse was silent and detached. She would burst into rooms, twirl around and bow, as if an eager audience constantly awaited

  her. She was a bright girl, supposed to be studying hard for entrance exams, but keener on capturing her life in selfies and sharing it with her two best friends, Freya and Bianca. Their world

  fascinated Stella, who had grown up when waiting by the phone was the only hope of communication, but it irritated Emma who was forever threatening to confiscate her smartphone, a sanction so

  deadly serious, that no one, least of all Izzy, believed her.




  And then there was baby Ruby. Stella had been stunned when Emma broke the news that after a gap of ten years she was pregnant again. The first thought that had flown into Stella’s mind was

  that Emma was doing just what those dog owners did when their children left home – volunteering to be tied down again.




  Of course, Emma had said that it had all been an accident.




  ‘I thought you’d be thrilled!’ accused Emma when she’d told her mother the news.




  Stella hadn’t asked what Stuart thought because she suspected she already knew. Izzy, who Stella was babysitting one night when Emma and Stuart went out to dinner ‘for a chat’,

  disclosed that they had actually gone to see someone to talk about the situation. ‘Dad’s livid and told Mum she’d done it on purpose and they’ve gone off to talk to some

  lady called a Couplers’ Therapist in Croydon. They think I don’t know, but I overheard them shouting. What’s a Couplers’ Therapist, Gran?’




  Stella tried not to smile at the misnomer, though coupling might be as good an answer as any. It usually was. ‘Someone who helps people sort out tangles that happen in all families. A kind

  person who listens and helps people see the other’s point of view so they come away happy again.’




  ‘Like Jeremy Kyle when a dad comes on who’s been to bed with the mum’s sister?’




  ‘No! The opposite of Jeremy Kyle! He makes people crosser!’




  ‘So they’ll be happy when they get back, then?’




  ‘The lady may need to see them a few times, but yes, I’m sure they will.’ At least, she fervently hoped so.




  The solution had turned out to be Ruby herself. She was an irresistible baby, smiling, happy and sleeping through the night, enchanted by everything, especially the dogs that came to the house

  to be photographed or painted by Stella. Even the snappiest Jack Russell seemed to calm down when Ruby cooed at it, though Stella was always standing by to scoop her up, just in case. Stuart and

  Emma, to Stella’s relief, seemed to settle down again.




  ‘Hello, darling.’ Stella embraced her daughter. She had been about to add, ‘Stuart coming later?’ but decided even that might sound loaded. ‘How lovely to see you

  all.’ She wondered if she should tell Emma about Cameron Keene but it might sound a bit show-offy when Emma was probably feeling stressed. ‘Glass of wine?’




  ‘I can’t tell you how much I need it,’ Emma sighed.




  Jesse, silent as usual, went into the garden to kick a football about with his headphones on, so that he was beyond any attempt at communication.




  ‘Can I play on your iPad, Gran?’ Izzy asked.




  ‘What does your mother say?’ Stella asked diplomatically, but Emma seemed eager for Izzy to leave them. ‘Go and find Pappy upstairs. Tell him I said you could use his

  PC.’




  For some reason Matthew didn’t like being called ‘Granddad’. He said it reminded him of that song by Clive Dunn pretending to be an old geezer.




  As soon as Izzy had skipped out of the room, Emma turned to her mother. ‘Stuart’ll be here later. He’s saving the world as usual. I’ve come to hate the words pro

  bono.’




  ‘Why, what do they mean?’ Stella asked.




  ‘For the public good, i.e., for free. It means it’s some worthy case of a deprived person, an asylum seeker from Ethiopia or someone on death row in God knows where, who can’t

  possibly pay but Stuart will have to spend his entire life fighting for them and because it’s a good cause I’m not entitled to complain.’ She seemed to catch her carping tone.

  ‘God, Mum, I sound like a bitch. It’s just that we hardly ever get to see him.’




  Stella could see how trying that might be.




  ‘And I’m stuck at home all the time with the kids.’




  ‘But I thought . . .’ Stella attempted, confused about why she’d had Ruby if she felt like this.




  ‘Anyway, I’ve finally come up with a solution . . .’




  On these ominous words the doorbell rang, and since no one else, Matthew for instance, appeared to answer it, Stella had to get up and do so.




  Suze burst in, clutching flowers and a bottle of Prosecco. ‘For my friend the rock chick!’ she announced fulsomely.




  ‘Not now,’ Stella shook her head discouragingly, ‘come in and help set the table. Emma and the children are here.’ The last thing Emma in her current state would want to

  hear was about her mother the muse.




  ‘Shall we wait for Stuart or go ahead and save him some?’




  ‘His dinner can be in the dog for all I care.’ This did not bode well for the progress of the Couplers’ Therapy. ‘Do you know, he accused me of sitting around all day

  just because I suggested he try and come home a bit earlier to help with bath time. He actually suggested that I’d only had Ruby so that I didn’t have to go back to work!’




  ‘Right, let’s put the spaghetti on,’ Stella responded, feeling herself getting into deep waters. The truth was, whatever she said would be wrong, especially on the subject of

  Ruby. She had been as surprised as anyone at Emma’s sudden pregnancy. On the other hand, she fully supported her daughter’s decision to go ahead if it was what she really wanted. A

  termination would have seemed somehow wrong in a settled, middle-class family, though she knew Suze, and any of her feminist friends, would have bitterly disagreed. ‘What did we fight for if

  not a woman’s right to control her own fertility?’ they would have demanded. But that didn’t really cover Emma’s complicated motivation.




  Instead, she put her arms round her daughter. ‘That must be incredibly galling for you.’




  Emma softened a little. She had put on weight with Ruby, but she was someone who looked good carrying a few extra pounds. Her hair was blonde like Stella’s but her skin had a kind of

  golden glow that must have come from Matthew’s side of the family. Stella’s own skin was pale with a tendency to freckles and so was Stuart’s. Maybe one of Matthew’s rather

  repressed relations had once had an affair with an Italian countess in generations past. If so, Emma was the lucky beneficiary. Jesse had the same pale, almost translucent skin that Stella had.

  Lucky Ruby and Izzy, like their mother, went brown like little walnuts in summer.




  ‘OK, well, if I’m not going to get sympathy I’ll have tea instead, or rather wine.’ She held out her glass.




  ‘You were getting sympathy,’ Suze commented.




  ‘Anyway,’ Emma banged down her glass, ‘I’ve got a little surprise for Stuart.’




  This sounded so portentous that Suze and Stella got up, as one, and went to sort out the spaghetti sauce and lay the table.




  





  Two




  ————




  ‘Where’s Pappy?’ Stella enquired of her granddaughter, who had suddenly reappeared.




  ‘He’s working on some incredibly important document to do with the council. He gave me his phone instead, which wasn’t much use, actually, as I wanted to start a test paper for

  my exams,’ Izzy announced, enjoying being holier-than-thou at the adults’ expense for once.




  ‘Goodness, it must be important. He can’t work his phone but he guards it like a terrier with a bone. Won’t even lend it to me when my battery’s flat. Matthew!

  Supper!’ Stella yelled up the stairs.




  Stella began ladling out the spaghetti sauce, courtesy of Loyd Grossman.




  ‘Mmm,’ sniffed Emma, ‘you can always tell a homemade sauce.’




  Catching Suze’s eye, Stella let this pass, given the general air of tense anticipation, and decided not to admit to the sauce’s provenance. Ruby would survive something in a jar for

  once.




  ‘Right!’ Matthew appeared, beaming and clutching a sheaf of papers. ‘I am just about to launch my Save Our High Street campaign. Let’s see what the bastards in the

  planning department make of that!’ He flourished the document with the same air of self-satisfaction she imagined on the face of Sir Walter Raleigh throwing down his cloak for Queen Elizabeth

  I. Of course, poor old Walter ended up minus his head in the end. She hoped Matthew’s old enemies at the council would be less barbaric.




  ‘Nice sauce, Gran.’ Jesse grinned. His pale face came alive when he smiled. ‘Can I have some Parmesan?’




  ‘Run out of it; you can have mature cheddar instead.’ She passed the block of cheddar over – rather inelegant, she had to admit – and as she did so she caught

  Emma’s raised eyebrow. Maybe baby Ruby wasn’t allowed English cheddar.




  Ruby, meanwhile, liked the sauce so much she was plastering it all over her head until she looked like the victim of a particularly gruesome baby killer. She picked up the bowl and flicked the

  contents, with consummate aim, so that they landed on the pristine document that hoped to save Camley High Street from the wicked developers.




  ‘She doesn’t approve,’ laughed Jesse. ‘She’s probably a Tory. Hey, Tory Baby!’




  Ruby cooed with delight at her new nickname.




  At that moment the doorbell rang.




  Jesse jumped up, the pleasure draining from his face. ‘It’s probably Dad. I’ll go.’




  There was no need to ask if Jesse was aware of the rift between his parents.




  Stuart came in bearing a large bunch of flowers and a bottle of red wine. He wore a pin-striped suit that was cut differently from the banker’s version and gave him a crumpled, radical

  charm. Like Jesse’s, his hair was dark, but Stuart’s curled over his collar. He wore black-framed specs that made Stella think of a young Elvis Costello. They even shared the same

  intensity. Stella was delighted to see that he handed the flowers not to her but to Emma, who put them down carelessly on the table behind her. They were even from a proper florist, not picked up

  in a garage or convenience supermarket.




  ‘Lilies, how lovely! I’ll get you a vase, Em. They do smell gorgeous. Now, Stuart, some spaghetti for you?’




  Matthew, meanwhile, was dabbing his document with a washing-up sponge and trying to pretend he didn’t mind, which he obviously did.




  She heaped the rest of the spaghetti and sauce in a bowl and handed it to her son-in-law. ‘Interesting case?’




  ‘Well, if I didn’t do it, no one else would.’




  ‘Stu isn’t of the “wretches hang that jury-men may dine” school of thought,’ Emma commented caustically.




  Her parents looked bewildered, though her tone was unmistakeable.




  ‘Pope, Rape of the Lock,’ she enlightened them. ‘I’ve got an English degree, remember, though obviously I don’t use it while I’m lying around

  watching daytime TV.’




  ‘So,’ Stella suggested brightly, ‘tell us about your Save the High Street plan, Matthew.’




  ‘I’ve been reading up on planning,’ he replied enthusiastically. ‘It seems we need them to declare the high street a LASC.’




  ‘Sounds great,’ Jesse threw in, obviously desperate to lighten the atmosphere between his parents, ‘as in I’m going out on the LASC.’




  Matthew looked at him as if he were speaking Swahili.




  ‘It’s a pun on LASH, Matthew,’ Suze pointed out. ‘The young talk of going out on the lash when they mean getting drunk.’




  ‘Oh. Oh I see. Actually, it means Local Area of Special Character. What we need to show is that Camley doesn’t need another late-night supermarket that doesn’t even pay staff

  the minimum wage, but that there are other ways of bringing the area back to life.’




  ‘Goodness, how on earth will you do that?’




  ‘Yes, Dad, if Mary Portas struggled with it, I’m not sure I’d put my money on you,’ Emma commented.




  ‘I rather hoped your mother would help. She’s the creative one, after all.’




  Stella blinked, stunned but also touched that Matthew appreciated her artistic side.




  ‘Will you come down there with me and have a look?’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘Maybe Matthew’s right.’ Suze couldn’t resist sharing the revelation of earlier in the day, whether Stella liked it or not. ‘Maybe you should try and get your

  famous friend involved. After all, Camley can’t boast too many rock gods, can it?’




  ‘What’s she talking about now?’ Emma asked rudely.




  Suze thought it was time Emma stopped underestimating her mother, even if it was a natural trait in your offspring, which was why Suze didn’t have any herself. ‘Cameron Keene,’

  she announced, with the air of a conjuror drawing a rabbit out of a hat.




  Emma looked at Stuart. ‘Who’s he?’




  ‘Rock singer.’ Stu shrugged. ‘Huge in the Sixties and Seventies. Still incredibly popular. I think he’s gone on releasing albums, though God knows who buys

  them.’




  ‘Actually,’ Suze replied, needled, ‘he had a hit that went platinum and is on every lovers’ compilation ever released: “Don’t Leave Me in the

  Morning”.’




  They nodded in recognition.




  ‘I know the one,’ Jesse exclaimed. ‘A bit like a male version of “Will You Still Love Me Tomorrow?”.’




  Suze looked at him in surprise. ‘The very one. And do you know who inspired it?’




  Emma and Stuart shrugged, beginning to look bored. ‘Is this some sort of oldies’ pop quiz?’




  Suze looked straight at Emma. ‘Your mother.’




  ‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous,’ Emma scoffed.




  ‘He admitted it this very morning on the Mike Willan show. Told two million listeners that the woman he wrote it for abandoned him and went off with a chartered accountant and that her

  name was Stella.’




  ‘Bloody hell.’ Stuart at least was looking impressed. He turned to his mother-in-law. ‘And did you actually go out with him?’




  ‘Yes, I did for a while, before he disappeared to America. He wanted me to go with him but I was eighteen and too scared. Then I met your dad, Emma. That was it, end of story.’




  ‘You didn’t keep in touch or anything?’ Stuart asked.




  ‘Fuckin ’ell, Gran,’ Jesse’s tone held a new humility, ‘you inspired an anthem. Respect!’




  ‘Does that mean,’ Izzy’s quick wits had made some fast deductions, ‘that Gran was in bed with this man? When she was only seven years older than me?’




  Fortunately for Stella, Ruby saved the day by tossing her beaker noisily onto the floor and making them all jump.




  ‘Right,’ Stella got to her feet, ‘time to clear the table. Suze has brought cheesecake for pudding.’




  ‘You know, Izzy,’ Suze congratulated as she took her plate, ‘you are one fast thinker. If they have that as a question in your entrance exam, you will certainly get

  in!’




  ‘Yes,’ Jesse laughed, for once forgetting the tension between his parents. ‘I can see it now. If your grandmother, aged eighteen, was in bed with a rock star in 1969, how old

  does that make her now?’




  Stella turned round, laughing. ‘Anyone who answers that will not be getting any cheesecake.’




  ‘That’s easy peasy,’ Izzy piped up, ignoring the threat. ‘She’d be sixty-five!’




  ‘Izzy Cope,’ Stuart congratulated, ‘I am truly proud of you.’




  ‘Before you all get too star-struck by ancient groupies,’ Emma intervened abruptly, ‘I have an announcement of my own to make.’




  They all stared at her except Jesse, who fixed his gaze firmly on the cheesecake, as if it somehow had the power to prevent any lethal developments.




  ‘I have been offered a job and I am pretty sure I’m going to take it.’




  ‘But what about Ruby?’ Stuart faltered, as stunned as the rest of them.




  Emma gazed beatifically at Stella. ‘I rather hoped Mum could look after her.’




  Stella sensed the shaky ground in front of her. She adored looking after her granddaughter, and would be happy to do so for part of the week, but had to admit that the joys of grand-parenting

  were, at least partly, in being able to give the darling grandchild back.




  ‘I’d be delighted to look after Ruby,’ she finally managed to reply, ‘and of course I’d always drop everything in an emergency, but I don’t think I could take

  it on full-time.’




  ‘That’s typical of you!’ Emma blurted. ‘You think your pet paintings matter more than your grandchild!’




  ‘That’s hardly fair, Em,’ Stuart intervened. ‘I mean you have rather sprung this on us all.’




  ‘And I’m not entitled to a life!’ Emma blazed. ‘I thought you’d be pleased I was getting off the sofa!’




  ‘Em, I’ve never implied you were lazy,’ Stuart insisted. ‘I realize you have your hands full with the children and that I don’t give you enough help.’




  ‘Too right you don’t!’




  ‘It’s just that we’ve never talked about this.’




  ‘And when would we talk about it, since you’re never home?’




  This was something Stella absolutely supported her on but she couldn’t help feeling that Emma was going about it the wrong way. Perhaps she’d already tried a more diplomatic route

  and got nowhere.




  ‘I’ll go mad unless I do something that uses my brain!’ Emma insisted angrily.




  Stella could see that Stuart was on the point of shouting, ‘But you were the one who wanted the bloody baby!’ so she tried to steer the conversation away. ‘How are you getting

  on with your test papers, Izzy?’




  ‘She’s amazing at that non-verbal reasoning stuff,’ Jesse chipped in gratefully, seeing the icebergs ahead as clearly as Stella did. ‘You know, “Which of the 2D

  shapes on the right can be folded into the 3D cube on the left?”’




  Stella could see how adept Jesse was becoming at heading off conflict between his parents and it made her feel sad. He had difficulties of his own. ‘That’s terrific, Izzy, well

  done.’




  ‘Miss Simmons says I’m one of the brightest in the class.’




  ‘Pity your brother can’t say the same,’ Emma carped sarcastically.




  Jesse looked away and said nothing while Stuart threw down his napkin. What on earth was the matter with her? She was usually so supportive of her children. Stella had often thought what a good

  mother she was. Perhaps too good.




  Suze started to collect the pudding plates. ‘I thought that shop-bought cheesecake was delicious, as shop-bought cheesecakes go,’ she commented brightly.




  Matthew looked at her as if she had gone mad.




  ‘Bomb about to go off there, I’d say,’ she whispered to Stella as they loaded the dishwasher together.




  ‘I know,’ Stella whispered back. ‘I hope I didn’t make it worse. But I really don’t think I could cope. I’m knackered when I give Ruby back and have to sit

  down for the rest of the evening. The funny thing is I think you worry more about your grandchildren than you did about your children. They seem so very precious.’




  ‘She couldn’t just spring something like that on you. You’ve got your painting career.’




  ‘And actually,’ Stella agreed, ‘I never thought I’d say this but I’m doing quite well. I actually made a living wage this year and we can do with the

  money.’




  ‘And you enjoy it.’




  ‘And I enjoy it,’ Stella agreed. ‘Apart from the owners.’




  They both giggled.




  ‘You don’t have to come into the kitchen to talk about me.’ Emma was standing behind them.




  Stella turned guiltily. ‘I wasn’t.’ She decided she’d had enough of Emma’s attitude. ‘I was talking about my dog painting and how well it’s going.

  I’m actually pretty busy.’




  ‘Yes, Mum, I get the message. You’re much too busy painting pugs to look after your grandchildren.’




  ‘Of course I’ll help. I’m just not up for doing it full-time, that’s all. What is the job, anyway?’ It struck her that Emma hadn’t even mentioned CVs,

  polishing up her work skills or going to job interviews. The world had turned on its axis since she’d last been in an office. Emma was impressively tech-savvy in terms of watching YouTube,

  and particularly adept at finding things on eBay, but surely that was different from working in an actual office?




  ‘It’s for Hal. Do you remember Hal?’




  ‘Hal you used to go out with at college?’ Stella remembered a silent nerdy boy with big glasses and a tall daddy-long-legs frame who used to hang around their house all the time in

  the holidays, rarely speaking.




  ‘He’s a tech whizz now. Offices on Silicon Roundabout. He’s made millions.’




  ‘What on earth’s Silicon Roundabout?’ It sounded like a children’s TV show presented by someone with a boob job.




  ‘It’s in Old Street, the new East End, full of lofts and studios. It’s where all the tech offices are.’




  ‘It sounds a long way from Camley.’




  ‘There is this thing called the Overground.’




  ‘I think she means train,’ translated Suze.




  The vision of Emma as well as Stuart disappearing off to the city every day for long hours, leaving Ruby in someone’s care, hers included, daunted Stella. ‘Would it be full-time?

  What is the job anyway?’




  ‘Organizing events. Hal wants to raise his profile. And don’t worry, it’d probably only be three days a week. And anyway, he said I could bring Ruby with me if things got

  tough.’




  Alarm bells began to ring in Stella’s brain. She knew the modern workplace had changed but what normal techie whizz said you could bring your baby into the office? The words of a song by

  Jarvis Cocker flashed into her mind – You can even bring your baby. But wasn’t that song about someone who was still obsessed with his childhood sweetheart, the girl who

  hadn’t really noticed him?




  ‘So how is Hal these days? Settled down with a wife and family?’




  ‘Mum, you are so transparent! As a matter of fact, he’s still single. Says he’s too busy for love.’




  ‘How did you happen to bump into him after all these years?’




  ‘Is this the Spanish Inquisition? I met him at a college reunion, if you must know.’




  ‘Oh. That’s nice. I didn’t know you’d been to one.’




  ‘There’s a lot you don’t know about me, Mum. After all, I’m a big girl now.’ She glanced at the clock. ‘Time we went, I think, before there are any other

  explosions.’




  ‘Right. Emma . . .’




  ‘Yes, Mum?’ The exasperation was clear in her daughter’s voice.




  ‘Of course I’ll help out as much as I can if you take the job.’




  ‘OK, thanks.’




  Stella waved them all goodbye and turned to Suze. ‘Oh dear, Hal used to be completely obsessed with her at college. Worshipped the ground she walked on.’




  ‘A bit like Cameron and you, despite what he pretended. Funny both of you suddenly encountering lost loves.’




  ‘For God’s sake, Suze, don’t be bloody ridiculous!’ Stella snapped, genuinely worried about her daughter’s marriage. ‘Cameron Keene is probably as drunk as

  Dean Martin, as grouchy as Van Morrison and as fat as Elvis!’




  But later on, as she emptied the dishwasher, she found herself smiling at the memory of those dizzy, happy times when she thought she was in love with Cameron Keene. It all seemed a very long

  time ago.




  Stella woke up the next day with a start, feeling dreadful. Worry about Emma and the whole job thing with Hal had kept her awake. Should she try and discourage her, which Emma

  would interpret as not only interference, but also selfishness over looking after Ruby, or maybe even have a word with Stuart? She realized that actually she could do absolutely nothing but leave

  them to sort it out for themselves. The other thing that had woken her up was an extraordinary other-worldly barking, which almost sounded like the Hound of the Baskervilles on a weekend break in

  suburban Camley, until she remembered it had to be foxes. Foxes were extremely keen on Camley. They appreciated the cordon bleu quality of the rubbish bins belonging to all those posh Waitrose

  shoppers.




  Stella looked out the window in time to witness an incredible fight taking place between two of them right in the middle of her lawn.




  One of the combatants was clearly the young contender, all thick russet fur that shone in the early morning mist; the other was the Jack Nicholson of foxdom, an old dog fox with a disreputable

  look in his eye and a tail with bare patches that had clearly seen plenty of previous encounters. As Stella stood watching at the bedroom window the young one finally admitted defeat and hobbled

  off while the wily old Basil Brush looked up, his gaze settling directly on Stella. His eyes were the most extraordinary she had ever seen on an animal, pale tawny green, almost yellow, in fact,

  and yet not the threatening eyes of a Conan Doyle monster, but gentle and world-weary, almost humorous. They must have stood staring for almost five minutes. As noiselessly as she could, Stella

  reached for her camera and moved in for a close-up. The fox, still looking up at her, waited, almost daring her: ‘Go on,’ he seemed to be saying, ‘see if you can capture me on

  that contraption of yours!’
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