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  This book is dedicated to




  Mary Haft




  who knows what the most important thing in life is.




  







  Chapter 1




  Inside the Russian Tea Room there was a sudden ominous silence. Waiters paused in mid-swoop; the small Cossack orchestra stopped playing abruptly; elegantly dressed diners

  jerked up their heads and listened.




  Outside, the sky exploded.




  Within the restaurant, they all heard the rockets whoosh, then the frantic shrieks of people on the snow-piled street, followed by the peremptory scream of police sirens, and the urgent, hoarse

  hooting of foghorns.




  Then a carillon of bells, pre-recorded and amplified, trilled over 57th Street. ‘Happy New Year,’ everyone cried, as New York slid noisily into 1992.




  A waiter, wearing dark green Cossack tunic and pants tucked into crimson boots, poured more champagne into Plum’s glass. As she lifted it, one of the shoestring straps of her bronze

  chiffon dress slid from her shoulder. From across the table, Breeze Russell’s clear blue eyes sent a warning look to his wife as, imperceptibly, he shook his blond head. The mere sniff of a

  cork made Plum giggle: it was a family joke.




  Over a festive litter of silver confetti and six half-finished desserts, Breeze looked into his wife’s hyacinth blue eyes, double-fringed with long black lashes, beneath short red curls.

  Breeze winked lovingly at her. For once, Plum had made an effort; she looked great tonight. When she felt like it, Plum could switch on an inner energy that lit up the delicate cream complexion,

  the appealingly uptilted nose and the generous pink mouth that still bewitched him.




  Defiantly Plum lifted her glass, tossed her red curls and smiled across the table at her husband. ‘Happy New Year, darling,’ she said, thankful that it would soon be over. She always

  felt uneasy on New Year’s Eve, which had proven unlucky for her; whenever her life seemed truly wonderful, something seemed to change it for the worse, and particularly so on New Year’s

  Eve. Too late, Plum would realize that given a little foresight, she might have avoided the disaster, but she lacked this magic power to foresee the future and twist it away from disaster.




  However, tonight’s New Year’s Eve had nearly slid into the past – and nothing sinister had happened, Plum told herself: on the contrary, her immediate future looked

  particularly lustrous. Plum was en route from London to Australia, where an exhibition of her paintings was to be held in Sydney. Breeze, who was also her agent, had suggested that she

  break her journey at New York for a meeting with gallery owner Pevensky, who had expressed interest in giving her a New York show. They had decided to make it a family Christmas treat, so

  Plum’s two sons (currently whooping it up in the Village) had also journeyed to New York.




  Breeze looked around the table to catch the attention of his four guests: Jenny had been Plum’s closest friend since their art college days, an effervescent woman with a carefully tangled

  mass of honey-coloured hair; Leo, a British design journalist who wrote for New Perspective magazine and charmed women, although men never understood why or how. Leo wore rimless gold

  granny spectacles. Although only thirty-four, his fine sandy hair had already started to recede in a Kevin Costner peak; he wasn’t vain and didn’t trouble much about his appearance, but

  Leo had an agreeable expression, a friendly smile and an abundance of the journalist’s second weapon, sympathy, so women did not feel threatened by him, and were often surprised to find him

  in their bed. Leo might be Jenny’s lover before the evening was over.




  Breeze caught Leo’s eye, then raised his glass and voice. ‘I’d like to propose a toast to my favourite American clients – Suzannah and Victor!’




  Prettily reticent, Suzannah smiled graciously across the table at Breeze; she had been flirting with him in her fake Southern-belle manner for the entire evening. Plum had surreptitiously

  watched the flaxen curls shake prettily at Breeze, who had responded only with the gallantry due to the wife of a very good client, or so it seemed. Plum was used to women flirting with Breeze:

  they were fascinated by those Nordic cheekbones, sunken cheeks, wide lean mouth and the pale complexion that often accompanies very fair hair. Straight, sandy eyebrows met above a big nose, giving

  the impression that Breeze had a penetrating stare.




  Breeze’s nickname dated from his schooldays when, as captain of the cricket team, he had always belittled the opposition before a match. ‘It’s a breeze,’ he used to say.

  ‘We’ll walk all over them!’ This casual, comforting confidence was later to be an asset to his career, and smoothly reassured débutant art collectors such as Victor

  Marsh.




  Breeze and Victor had met at a London party, where each had been impressed by the other’s suavity. When Victor, who cheerfully admitted that he knew little about it, subsequently decided

  to invest in art, he had relied on Breeze to put him in the European picture.




  The indulgently beaming, glossily vulpine Victor was also covertly watching his wife flirt with Breeze. About fifteen years older than Suzannah, Victor was still good-looking in his

  immaculate-Armani, Wall-Street way, but he had to work to retain that big-shouldered, tapering silhouette. Suzannah had told Plum that a trainer came to their Manhattan apartment at six every

  morning.




  Apart from this dawn discipline, Victor seemed to enjoy his life with good-humoured ferocity. An ex-football player who had been a minor hero at college, he had not had to endure the subtle

  disappointment and humiliating inadequacy of so many of his team-mates, whose subsequent lives had failed to match their gloriously carefree youthful success. Victor sometimes said that he was one

  of the lucky hunks who could face himself in the mirror every morning and not see a failure; clearly he did not consider this a lucky accident: he was fast, competitive and prepared to flatten

  anyone who stood in his way.




  Victor’s father had owned a small chain of cheap jewellers’ shops, which specialized in engagement rings: their cynical motto was, ‘A diamond also lasts for ever.’ After

  college, Victor had been apprenticed to Van Heyden & Stein, the leading Antwerp gem cutters. He had been deeply bored, and when he returned to New York had refused to work under his father.

  Instead, he finagled himself into the sales force of Bear Sterns, the brokerage firm, where he leap-frogged nimbly from job to job and deal to deal; before he was thirty, Victor owned his own

  brokerage firm.




  He had made his fortune in the eighties, when he had purchased companies by using their own assets as capital. All day he had bought and sold businesses, like a small boy swapping video games.

  Then at night, with equal enjoyment, ferocity and determination, Victor had converted a scrap of his fortune into a prominent social position.




  It used to take two generations before the nouveau riche became socially acceptable, but in the age of Fast Everything, acceptance has also speeded up, and new money now becomes old as

  soon as you have lots. To achieve the Marshes’ smooth social transformation during the early eighties, Suzannah had sat on charity committees to raise money for many good causes,

  ranging from the Bronx zoo to the Daughters of America, and she was currently lobbying to get on the Board of the Metropolitan Museum of Art – more prestigious than that of the opera, or any

  political organization. She entertained lavishly: four times a week her Manhattan chef catered to thirty-two for lunch and forty-eight for dinner, while her country weekend parties were equally

  ambitious.




  Breeze and Plum had spent a snow-smothered weekend before Christmas at the Marsh farmhouse in Cornwall Bridge, Connecticut. It was there that Suzannah Marsh had briskly and cleverly made her own

  fortune from an activity which is a woman’s daily thankless survival job that nobody ever notices, unless she stops doing it: running a home.




  Together, Suzannah and Victor epitomized the successful Manhattan couple, proving what Breeze so often said: ‘You can’t stand still on the escalator of life; you

  either keep going up – or you go down.’ And, of course, it was true. You couldn’t be a bit of a success, no matter what work you chose. Whether you were a nuclear

  physicist, a film star or an acrobat, it was an all-or-nothing world today.




  So Breeze was pushing Plum up the escalator as hard as he could, which was, after all, his job as her agent. But Plum had discovered that success is bad for your health, and that nobody can have

  everything; if you want A then you have to sacrifice B, which is often your home life and leisure, if you are struggling up the escalator.




  Breeze, who was tall and lean, strong and tough, was never ill and so could not understand Plum’s tension, exhaustion and longing to hop off the escalator. Shocked, he would point

  out that Plum could not pend whatever exhibition she was working towards.




  In the Russian Tea Room, the brittle hum of false jollity grew even louder, as the Queen of the Hearth lifted her champagne glass to propose a second toast. Demurely wrapped in a white lace

  Christian Lacroix gown, Suzannah wore her famous-person public face; exquisitely made-up, more gentle, more open and honest than her private face, which was sharply alert and slightly anxious.




  Suzannah raised her voice above the forced carnival buzz of the restaurant and spoke in the butter-wouldn’t-melt voice that she used when men were present. ‘To Plum – such a

  fun person.’




  Bitch, thought Plum, recognizing the put-down. She might have said ‘successful painter’, or even ‘doting mother’. And at the precise moment that she smiled at Suzannah,

  in gracious acknowledgement of her contemptuous toast, Plum realized grimly that fun was one of the things that was missing from her life, particularly during that weekend spent in Connecticut,

  which had felt as if she had suddenly been plunked into the middle of some old MGM jingle-bells movie, with Suzannah taking the cash at the box-office.




  Suzannah had the ferocious energy and equally impressive self-discipline of a woman who had not only made her own wedding-dress but also her own wedding-cake. She always looked immaculate; and

  her carefully casual, long blonde bob was tended twice a week, at Saks at 7 a.m., in the company of New York’s most powerful women. Like them, Suzannah never stopped dictating instructions

  into her pocket tape recorder, except to use her cellular phone.




  Before her marriage, Suzannah had been an assistant to the food editor of House Beautiful magazine, then she had founded a one-man-band catering firm in New York which served private

  and corporate clients, of whom Victor had been one. Now, as well as the big catering business, Suzannah had her own cookery school and every Christmas saw the publication of another fat

  home-improvement book, complete with recipes: when accused of pinching her recipes, Suzannah frostily retorted that you couldn’t copyright a recipe. She also had her own TV show and radio

  show, and the ‘Suzannah’ line of country clothes was sold through J. C. Penney. Suzannah how-to-do-it-like-me videos sold by the truckload not only to the average mom but also to

  college graduates, who ought to have known better than wistfully long to lead a life which would truly require the entire staff of Upstairs Downstairs.




  Plum had often wondered why Suzannah, prime mover and role model of the expensive, escapist world of the New Traditionalist Woman, drove herself – and everyone else – so hard, when

  she had all the money she could possibly need. Naïvely, she had asked her, during that Connecticut weekend.




  ‘I’m just a homebody at heart,’ Suzannah had smiled. ‘I just like my home to look nice, and I want to help other women to enjoy

  their home life as I do.’ This might have sounded genuine had Plum not recognized it as the opening sequence of a Suzannah video.




  The gall, remembered Plum; she looked across the festive litter of silver hats and coloured streamers at Suzannah, who had refused to upset her coiffure by wearing a paper hat: she idly wondered

  whether her own mild contempt masked envy of the socially adroit Suzannah.




  Plum found her social life far more of a strain than her painting, whether it involved being polite to clients, being interviewed by the press or dealing with the other numerous facets of her

  public persona. She always felt uneasy at this evening’s type of occasion, supposedly fun, but firmly based on work. She found it difficult to reconcile the disparate worlds that the wife of

  a successful art-gallery owner inhabits: the world of the patron and the world of the artist.




  Plum knew that one of the reasons for artistic prickliness was that most modern painters never have any money – unlike the days of Renaissance Italy, when there was a patronage system to

  commission the Sistine chapel or the bronze doors of the Basilica in Florence. Then, successful painters were rich and grand. Raphael had several palaces, Giotto’s popularity was like that of

  a modern rock star, and when the Pope wanted Michelangelo to paint in the Sistine chapel he had to strike a deal with Lorenzo the Magnificent, which was like Warner Brothers leasing one of their

  major stars to Paramount.




  Of course, during the art boom of the eighties there had been a handful of painters with super-star status and prices. Then, almost overnight, in November 1990 it had all stopped. The consequent

  dive in the art market had been worse than that of the 1920s depression. There were still a few million-per-picture painters, such as Jasper Johns or Brice Marden, around today, but not many. After

  the art boom of the eighties, the atmosphere of the art market was like the Titanic just after she struck the iceberg: deeply depressed.




  Leo grinned at Plum as he raised his glass. ‘To Plum – the wife who has everything!’




  If I’ve got everything, Plum thought as she smiled dutifully back at Leo, how is it that I’m spending New Year’s Eve – the New Beginning, the most important night of the

  year – entertaining two near-strangers? Why wasn’t she at home, roasting chestnuts in front of the fire with the kids and making the usual jokes about New Year resolutions, which always

  led into a serious discussion of what they were all going to do the following year. If I truly have it all, Plum asked herself, why can’t I do what I want? And why do I feel this nagging

  uneasiness?




  To make himself heard above the Cossack orchestra, the benevolently beaming Victor raised his voice as he raised his glass. ‘To our hostess and my favourite painter, Plum Russell, the

  Madonna of the art world! May she win the Biennale!’




  Plum winced. Then she caught Breeze’s warning look and obediently smiled, for the Biennale exhibition, held every other year in Venice, Italy, is the Olympics of the art world. The oldest

  and most distinguished international art festival, it is the most important showcase and launching pad for contemporary artists. To represent your country at the Biennale is an achievement, and a

  passport to an important future. When exhibited in a gallery or photographed in an art magazine, a young artist’s work generally reaches few people, but if he or she shows at the Biennale,

  that artist instantly has a worldwide specialist audience. Everyone of importance in the modern art world attends this showcase of the best international talent, and 2,000 art critics descend on

  Venice to see the latest work of both new and established artists. Both Jasper Johns and Robert Rauschenberg had won international recognition there, and Picasso, Matisse and Miró were all

  prizewinners. Over forty of the British artists who had shown at the Biennale since the Second World War had gone on to make international reputations and command international prices: Breeze

  intended that Plum should stand among them.




  Seated beside Jenny, Leo squeezed her hand affectionately and said in a voice that did not quite ring true, ‘And may Jenny have equal success with her painting!’




  Jenny was embarrassed; she pushed her thick, caramel-coloured hair behind one ear, in the characteristic gawky gesture of a large-boned woman; she flushed and quickly looked at her plate.




  Breeze hurriedly lifted his glass again. ‘To the year ahead, may it bring all of us exactly what we want!’




  ‘I’ve already got what I want!’ Suzannah purred, as she held up her hand and spread her fingers so that they could all see the marquise-cut diamond; in the candlelight it

  flashed rainbow-coloured lances of light across the table. ‘Twenty-carat D Flawless,’ Suzannah purred. ‘My Christmas gift.’ With the tips of her shell-pink fingers, Suzannah

  blew a kiss to her husband. The other guests all gazed at the scintillating source of magic light and wondered what it had cost.




  From behind Suzannah, a woman in a gold-sequinned jacket materialized. Smiling in playful half-apology, she firmly held out a menu and said, ‘Do you mind? You are Suzannah Marsh,

  aren’t you? May I have your autograph? You’re my heroine, wait till I tell the kids . . .’




  Smiling, Suzannah scribbled, then looked up and said in her pussy-cat voice, ‘You’d better also ask my friend to sign – this is Plum Russell, the famous abstract

  painter!’




  The woman in sequins looked blank.




  Plum blushed, from shyness, humiliation and rage. The seemingly generous Suzannah was well aware that Plum, although recognized in the art world and photographed occasionally by the tabloids,

  meant nothing to the average Britisher, let alone an American.




  Facing Plum across the table, Jenny, unnoticed by the others, sympathetically mouthed: ‘Bitch.’




  Breeze, sitting next to Suzannah, leaned towards her, patted the hand adorned with the diamond ring and smiled flirtatiously. ‘If Plum wins the Biennale, her name will be a part of art

  history for ever. She’ll have real fame, not the ephemeral fame of some TV performer—’ He broke off to call a waiter.




  Remembering that Oscar Wilde’s definition of a gentleman was ‘one who is never unintentionally rude’, Plum grinned appreciatively at her husband, which wasn’t difficult.

  Breeze was tall, lean, muscular, well dressed, and he didn’t look the slightest bit arty. His suits came from Savile Row; his shirts, his ties – even his underpants – came from

  Jermyn Street.




  ‘Let’s be realistic,’ Plum said firmly. ‘I have no chance of winning the Biennale. I wouldn’t have been chosen by the British Council if the Italians

  hadn’t decided on that theme.’ Italy, who hosted the famous art festival, had chosen as their theme for 1992, ‘A View of Woman’, and the British Art Establishment, which in

  a hundred years had only once nominated a woman – Bridget Riley – had prudently decided to do so again.




  ‘Nevertheless, the woman they chose was you,’ Breeze emphasized. His salesman’s optimism, which soared beyond the possible, added to the anxious responsibility that

  Plum felt: she had been given only a year to produce a body of good, fresh work to exhibit.




  ‘If she won, Plum’s price would quadruple overnight,’ Victor said speculatively. He leaned across the litter of silver streamers towards Breeze. ‘I’d like to have

  first option on the next work Plum shows in New York – after the Biennale.’




  Breeze nodded approvingly at him. Photo-realism, hard-edged paintings were what the galleries currently wanted from young painters, not abstract impressionism. But Plum’s work was very

  good, and there was never enough good work to go round. As soon as the news of the Biennale nomination had been announced, Breeze had started a discreet lobbying campaign. Although he usually

  handled such things himself, he had hired a publicity person, who quickly despaired of Plum, as she was both unwilling to meet the media and was frightened inarticulate when she did. A modern

  artist couldn’t be successful if she hid in a garret, ignored the press and excused her non-appearances by saying that she was painting.




  Breeze knew that Plum appeared guarded and wary when she was merely shy, unsure of herself. She was humbly aware of great gulfs of knowledge in her social and scholastic background, especially

  when being interviewed by some intellectual about her painting. The only serious critic who did not intimidate her was the amiable, bear-like Robert Hughes. She felt diffident in the company of

  other successful painters, and only stuttered banal sentences. Despite the acclaim she had received and the art-circle bitchiness that proved her merit, Plum had little self-confidence.




  This exasperated Breeze almost as much as it did Plum. He complained that she talked to interviewers as if her IQ were smaller than her shoe size and her vocabulary monosyllabic. Why this idiot

  act? ‘Even your voice changes,’ Breeze had once said. ‘If you’re not struck dumb in public, you sound tentative, hesitant and unsure of yourself. But you can express

  yourself perfectly well when you’re not thinking about it – you can be just as uninhibited as you are when painting.’




  ‘That’s because I think about nothing but the painting when I’m painting.’




  ‘Exactly. You aren’t distracted by silly, childish thoughts of inferiority.’




  ‘I swear I try, darling – but if I were a talker then I’d talk, not paint. If I liked being on TV I’d have been an actor. When I’m being interviewed, I feel like

  the rabbit in the headlights – brain paralysed by fright. I feel they’re trying to catch me out.’




  ‘They’re only puzzled – surprised – that a small, shy woman could have produced these powerful paintings.’




  ‘I know. I can see the disbelief in their faces. One day I’m going to say: “OK. I’ll own up. I don’t paint them: they’re done by a gang of

  teenage dwarfs that I keep chained in the cellar. Satisfied?” ’




  ‘Perhaps a psychiatrist . . .’ Breeze had mused.




  Plum had refused to keep the appointment.




  In the cloakroom of the Russian Tea Room, as she watched Suzannah tug off her enormous diamond ring in order to wash her hands, Plum couldn’t help wishing that she had

  Suzannah’s enviable self-assurance: the most irritating thing about Suzannah was that nothing ever disturbed her serenity. So Plum, slightly tipsy, gave it a try. ‘Aren’t you

  frightened to wear that ring, Suzannah? Aren’t you afraid that even here – uptown – some mugger’ll chop your finger off to get it?’




  ‘Of course not. When I’m outdoors I just twist the ring around, so that it faces my palm.’ In the mirror, Suzannah’s self-satisfied eyes met those of Plum.

  ‘And in this weather obviously I wear gloves. Anyway, my New Year resolution is to feel no fear. What’s your resolution, Plum?’




  Suddenly, Plum wanted to smash Suzannah’s complacency. Deliberately vulgar, she said briskly, ‘My New Year resolution? No more blow jobs.’




  In the mirror, Suzannah stared as if she couldn’t believe what she had heard.




  Recklessly, Plum continued. ‘We’ve all been brainwashed about blow jobs, don’t you think? If you don’t want to do it, then you’re not a tiger in the sack,

  you’re considered a sexual failure.’




  Beside Plum, Jenny solemnly nodded in agreement. ‘In steamy novels, women who don’t give blow jobs always lose their husbands.’




  ‘I think we’d better rejoin the men,’ Suzannah said frostily, and swept out of the tiny cloakroom.




  Plum laughed in the mirror at Jenny. Her wide, generous smile, which made you feel that the sun was shining, even at midnight. Jenny was the perfect best friend: warm, sympathetic – and

  immediately supportive.




  Jenny’s golden eyes glinted as she combed her thick, untidy hair. ‘If Suzannah hadn’t gone off in a huff I was going to add that I like blow jobs. I love the power. I

  love to feel a man squirm with pleasure and know he’s hoping that I won’t stop.’




  ‘Lucky Leo.’




  ‘We haven’t done it yet, but I think maybe tonight . . . If not, I’ll consult Lulu.’




  Jenny had a problem with men: plenty of short-term relationships but never one that endured. This was much discussed between her, Plum and Lulu, who was their authority on sex, partly because

  she always sounded so authoritative about it. Jenny had known Lulu since kindergarten days, Plum since art college, when the three girls had instinctively formed a protective little gang: loyal and

  supportive of each other, it had been them against the world, and twenty years later it still was.




  Jenny refused to consider Lulu’s theory about her man problem, which was that Jenny wanted too much too soon. Men sensed her anxiety, her clinging need for a permanent relationship, and

  this scared them off.




  Jenny only saw the disadvantages that she chose to see, and preferred to blame her height. Nearly six feet tall, she would say, gloomily, ‘Anatomy is destiny. Men want doll-size women like

  Plum who make them feel big and strong by contrast.’




  Plum always retorted, ‘Rubbish! You look like one of those glamorous, heroic women with streaming hair, on French stamps.’




  ‘But you’re small and pretty, like the doll on top of the Christmas tree. When men look down at you, they’re hooked. Men don’t want a woman their own size. Men’s

  eyes slide past me because I’m big. They don’t even notice I’m there.’




  ‘Some men love Amazons,’ Lulu would say loyally. ‘And we don’t care what size you are.’




  It had taken years for Plum and Lulu to persuade Jenny to stop wearing frills and bows like the doll on top of the Christmas tree, and dress to suit her large frame. Now she wore tailored pants

  suits with belted, Greta Garbo trench-coats and she crammed her long, honey-gold hair under big, theatrical felt hats from Herbert Johnson. Men still found her threatening.




  Now as Jenny wrestled with her hair before the cloakroom mirror, Plum offered, ‘We’re going back to Suzannah’s place for a nightcap. Want to come?’




  ‘No, thanks. Leo’s taking me to dance at Nell’s.’




  ‘Sounds more fun than seeing Victor’s New Year present for Suzannah.’




  ‘I thought that huge rock . . .’




  ‘No, that was her Christmas gift. Her New Year gift is a painting.’




  ‘One of yours?’




  ‘You must be joking. Modern stuff wouldn’t mix with the Sunnybank Farm ambience. Victor has to keep my paintings in his office . . . No, Suzannah’s New Year gift is an early

  Dutch flowerpiece.’




  The Lincoln Continental glided uptown. As Victor smoothly slid a small package into Breeze’s hand, he asked casually, ‘What’s the art market like at the

  moment?’




  Breeze carefully tucked the package inside his coat. ‘Disastrous in Scandinavia, worse in Britain, not bad in Germany, fair in the rest of Europe and terrific in Hong Kong . . . overall,

  we’re still seeing a market correction to the eighties.’




  During the late eighties, when stock markets dived, art prices had soared. Having noticed the high auction reserves, many businessmen decided that good art was good business and so became

  instant collectors, buying art for resale as they bought pork bellies, grain or oil in commodity trading. As the cost of art went up and up, a few crafty international auctioneers further fuelled

  this boom by lending money to clients. Easy credit enabled them to bid record prices . . . Then – overnight – the world seemed to run out of money, art prices dived, dealers started to

  go broke. So, because nearly everyone in the art business became greedy during the eighties, they had to pay for it in the nineties. Now every dealer was having an anxious time.




  ‘The diamond market’s also down – nobody buys diamonds in a depression,’ Victor grumbled. ‘And it might get worse. The Russian diamond stockpile is now worth over

  three billion dollars, and the market would collapse like a pack of cards if the Russians were forced to sell it in order to buy food and fuel for their starving millions. Inside Russia

  there’s now rising political pressure to sell those diamonds – and not through de Beers.’




  Breeze looked perplexed. ‘I thought de Beers had a world monopoly of diamonds; and as everyone’s obliged to sell through de Beers, they’re able to keep the price artificially

  high.’




  Victor nodded. ‘And if de Beers were to lose control – wham! Prices would dive.’ He pontificated, ‘In order to keep supply lower than demand, some countries

  aren’t allowed to produce the amount of diamonds that they could: for years de Beers have kept Russian output twenty-five per cent lower than it could be. But now unauthorized, cheap diamonds

  – thought to be Russian – have started to appear on the Amsterdam market. In order to keep the market price up, de Beers are forced to buy these stones – but we all wonder how

  long they can afford to do so.’




  ‘What would happen if de Beers ran out of money?’ Suzannah asked sharply.




  ‘The sale of a large stockpile of diamonds, uncontrolled by de Beers, would destroy the confidence of the market, and prices would dive,’ Victor said gloomily. ‘And should the

  Russians publicly sell outside de Beers, other diamond-producing countries would also want to do it, so they’d leave de Beers, who would then no longer control world diamond

  prices.’




  ‘So prices would dive further?’ asked Breeze.




  Victor nodded. ‘And once the public lost confidence in diamonds as a valuable investment, the market would plummet further still – perhaps even collapse, if there’s a

  panic.’




  ‘So now you tell me!’ Suzannah said, in mock fury.




  Victor laughed quietly. ‘I’m not really worried, or I wouldn’t be talking about it. Russia has de Beers by the balls. They’ll be forced to sell the Russian stones and

  stockpile those of everyone else.’




  ‘You’re such a tease,’ Suzannah said crossly. She knew that her moment of anxiety was Victor’s controlling method of telling her not to go too far with Breeze. She gave a

  light laugh to get the conversation back on a convivial base. ‘I thought diamonds were safe. I thought that’s why they’re a girl’s best friend.’




  ‘There’s no such thing as safe,’ Victor said seriously, ‘and over-confidence is always a mistake.’ He leaned towards Breeze. ‘But there are always

  opportunities. I’m told that for someone with a steady nerve, there are terrific art bargains to be had at the moment.’




  Breeze nodded. ‘It sounds as if you’ve just acquired one. Of course it’s not my field, but Balthazar van der Ast was one of the most important flower painters of his period.

  Old Master paintings are still undervalued, particularly the Dutch and Flemish seventeenth-century painters: Jan van Kessel, Thomas Heeremans, Jan Brueghel, those guys . . .’




  ‘Why’s that?’ Suzannah cheered up.




  ‘Because of their rarity,’ Breeze told her. ‘And because they’re not fashionable, compared to the Impressionists. And because people feel safe when buying authenticated

  Old Masters. “Old money buys old art” is a cliché that’s true: art needs half a century for the scholarly community to evaluate it.’




  Breeze did not add that Leo Castelli, granddaddy of modern art dealers, was one of the few people who could evaluate art in its own time. Why send his clients to his competitor? Instead, Breeze

  said, ‘It’s certainly a good time to buy Old Masters, although you need to be careful with seventeenth-century Dutch, because there’s not much detailed documentation –

  especially for the early periods – and attribution is notoriously slippery.’




  The Lincoln stopped beside a scalloped awning. A doorman dressed as a nineteenth-century hussar dashed out to open the door. As Plum ducked her head and stepped out on the maroon carpet, stained

  at the edges by snow slush, again she felt an undefined threat; a vague feeling of dread; that something unpleasant was about to crash on her head. This fear of a thunderbolt from on high always

  came on occasions when she was feeling particularly happy. From somewhere, Plum had acquired the idea that happiness had to be paid for, and that the price was always high. Again she wondered what

  nasty surprises this New Year held in store for her. Things were going much too well.




  







  Chapter 2




  A herbal fragrance scented the air of Suzannah’s apartment, which was an upmarket version of Sunnybank Farm: George Washington might have sat on the little upright

  couches and chairs. Suzannah’s invisible staff had prepared midnight fare: dozens of mince pies had been kept hot in what looked like silver warming pans: geometrically-precise mountains of

  smoked salmon cartwheels had been carefully arranged beneath big silver domes; waiting in silver buckets were two dozen bottles of vintage Krug, standing beside fresh orange juice, hot spiced rum

  punch and Napoleon brandy. As there was enough for at least fifty people, Plum realized that Suzannah had expected the Russells’ New Year’s Eve party to be far larger than it was.




  In the sitting-room, spotlit in a prominent position on the wall to the left of the fireplace, hung Suzannah’s Dutch flower painting. It was small – the panel measured only about

  twenty-one inches high by fourteen inches wide – and it was beautiful. A colour scheme of bronze, ochre and cadmium yellows contained a few soft hues of orange: the entire picture seemed to

  radiate a golden glow. A central greenish glass vase contained spring flowers, daffodils, tulips and iris, delicately surrounded by green foliage. A fly – so life-like that you were tempted

  to brush it off – clung to the brightest yellow tulip. Around the base of the vase to the left were scattered seashells, a tiny yellow-green lizard and a few fallen petals. To the right, a

  Painted Lady butterfly hovered in the air.




  ‘Look, he’s signed it.’ Suzannah proudly pointed to the signature – Balthazar.




  Plum moved closer. Carefully, she examined the painting. She looked particularly at the fly, which had a flick of orange highlight on one transparent wing.




  ‘Schneiders on Fifty-Seventh have a flower picture of the same period, but it’s three times the price,’ said Victor, ‘and not so good, in my opinion.’ He winked at

  Breeze. ‘We were told that you can’t go wrong with this sort of painting.’




  ‘No wonder. These early Dutch painters are famous for their precision: look at that detail and clarity,’ Breeze said respectfully.




  ‘Look, you can even see the reflection in that drop of water on the table!’ Suzannah said. ‘And isn’t the fly great? It’s my favourite bit.’




  Plum peered closer. ‘It isn’t a fly, it’s a bluebottle . . . Where did you get this?’




  ‘At Maltby’s on Bond Street,’ Suzannah replied, as she poured rum punch for everyone. ‘My decorator located it.’




  Looking at the painting with her back to the others, Plum whipped her emergency safety pin from her evening purse and carefully pressed the point into two areas of the painting. Then, before she

  had time to think, Plum turned to face the room and said earnestly, ‘Suzannah, you must get Maltby’s to take this back. It’s a fake.’




  There was a moment of silent consternation. Suzannah gave an accusatory yelp. ‘Of all the nerve! Plum’s just jealous of me, like all the rest! She just wants to make me feel

  bad!’




  Certainly, Plum had just breached the protocol of hospitality by challenging the discernment, both aesthetic and financial, of her hostess. Hastily, Breeze shot a man-to-man look at Victor, the

  wary, trouble-ahead look which means ‘probably PMT’. Apologetically he said, ‘I expect Plum’s mistaken. She doesn’t know much about old pictures. And it’s fairly

  late, she must be very tired . . . and we’ve been drinking champagne all night . . .’




  ‘It took my decorator months to track that picture down, when I said I wanted one like hers.’ Suzannah grew angrier. ‘If this picture was a fake, Cynthia would have

  been able to get it much quicker than she did.’




  Defensively Plum said, ‘I’ve told you only because you might be able to get your money back if you move fast enough. Mightn’t they, Breeze?’




  Victor looked questioningly at Breeze, who was extremely embarrassed.




  ‘I’m sure there’s no question of that picture being a fake,’ Breeze soothed. ‘Maltby’s are a reputable firm. But if you like, Victor, when I get back to

  London I can visit them and make inquiries.’




  ‘I’ll make my own inquiries,’ Victor said shortly.




  ‘How can Plum know it’s a fake?’ Suzannah demanded, still furious. ‘She only looked at it for two minutes. How can she possibly tell? It isn’t even

  daylight.’




  ‘I don’t need daylight for this picture,’ Plum answered firmly. ‘I can see it has no spirit. The spirit of a painting can’t be faked.’




  ‘What’s this rubbish about spirit?’ Suzannah shrilled. ‘This picture has been authenticated by experts. Plum’s not an expert!’




  Plum looked levelly at her hostess. ‘You can’t describe the spirit of a painting, you can only recognize it – or see that it’s missing.’ It was like having a

  musical ear, but much more rare. Breeze sometimes teased her about her good eye, saying it was the result of being visually uninhibited and unprejudiced by previous judgements: in other words

  – uneducated.




  But Breeze wasn’t going to be drawn into a discussion of Plum’s natural aesthetic discernment at two in the morning. In a final attempt to pull the evening together, he gave a short

  laugh. ‘I’m afraid that the art world’s answer to Madonna isn’t an expert on seventeenth-century Dutch painting as well.’




  Incensed because Breeze had deliberately used the hated nickname given her by the British press to cheapen the sexual content of her paintings, Plum snapped, ‘You don’t have to be an

  expert to spot a fake. You know the dealer’s old saying: Corot painted two thousand pictures, four thousand of which are in the States. Remember that all the museums of the world have been

  fooled by fakes – often very crude work. I sometimes stand in the Metropolitan or the Louvre or the British Museum and gaze up at spotlit things on plinths, and I’m amazed that anyone

  had the nerve to sell them as originals.’ Angrily she turned to her husband. ‘What you need to spot a fake is a good eye, and I’ve got a good eye, and Breeze

  knows it.’




  ‘What’s your eyesight got to do with it?’ Suzannah demanded.




  Breeze sighed. Like other good dealers, he might not know much about the subject of a painting – say, whether the style of dress was accurate for the supposed date of the painting –

  because he didn’t have that sort of training, but any good dealer trusted his own judgement, by which he meant his eye. Breeze knew that a good eye needed constant development, training and

  exercise, which meant looking with alertness at everything. A dealer needed a good eye to spot talent, to build up a fine collection, to nose out a treasure in a junk shop or a bargain at a

  provincial auction.




  Most art historians don’t have a good eye, because they don’t trust such a personal judgement, they only trust the intellectual and historical basis of a work of art. And because of

  this, many dealers have reservations about the judgements of art historians.




  As always, when talking about painting, Plum’s normally quiet, hesitant voice became strong and confident as she continued. ‘Almost every famous artist has been faked, even living

  ones, like Francis Bacon. And some painters are easier to fake than others. Rubens had such great anatomical knowledge that he’s almost impossible to copy. But flower painting . .

  .’




  Angrily Breeze interrupted. ‘You’ve had too much to drink! I’m taking you back to the hotel. I must apologize, Suzannah.’




  ‘Wait a minute.’ Victor had been mildly amused by Plum’s rebellion and the discomfiture of the normally suave Breeze. He said, ‘I’ve got an idea. If Plum is so sure

  of her artistic eye, how about a little bet on this picture?’




  ‘No!’ Breeze guessed roughly what Victor was about to propose. ‘Plum, I forbid it!’




  Plum glared at her husband. Thinking in terms of a hundred-dollar bet, she nodded at Victor. ‘Done!’




  ‘OK,’ said Victor. ‘If I win, let’s say I get one of your paintings – my choice – free. If I lose, I pay you the gallery price less fifty per cent.’ He

  held his hand out to Plum. ‘But you must prove that this picture is a fake.’




  Plum grabbed Victor’s hand and shook it.




  Breeze gave a tight smile. If Plum won, then Breeze would probably lose a good client. If Plum lost, then Victor would get a free picture by the British Biennale entrant. And Victor was using

  Plum to do the groundwork to give him evidence with which he could confront Maltby’s; a shrewd operator, Victor knew how to use a bad card to his advantage.




  ‘I realize you don’t like her, but just because Suzannah thinks she shits violets is no need to insult the poor woman,’ Breeze growled, as he shut the door of

  their hotel suite.




  Plum undid her garnet satin evening cloak and stamped to the bedroom. ‘Poor, she isn’t! I admit she irritates me – I suppose it’s because she has everything that any

  woman could want – but she has no reason to be such a bitch.’




  ‘Look who’s talking!’




  ‘So I did the right thing in the wrong way!’ Plum kicked off her violet satin evening shoes.




  ‘It was not the right thing! You upset and embarrassed them! They’re our clients, our friends, our guests!’ Angrily, Breeze prowled up and down the

  bedroom.




  ‘All the more reason to tell them they’d been stuck with a fake. Probably they can still get Maltby’s to take it back, such a short time after sale.’ Plum felt beneath

  her chiffon skirts and yanked down her tights.




  ‘I wouldn’t be too sure. Maltby’s will dispute it because they can’t afford to do otherwise. And you can’t afford to antagonize one of the few remaining

  big buyers in New York. Even if you’re right – which I doubt – messengers who bring bad news tend to be beheaded.’




  ‘I’m right!’ Plum peeled off her tights.




  ‘How can you be so bloody sure? As Suzannah said, you were seeing the picture in bad light, and you only looked for a minute or two . . .’




  ‘You know as well as I do that the first look is the most important. In that instant, a good eye puts together a quick, instinctive series of associations from a mental store of images and

  an internal computer translates them into gut feeling.’




  ‘Yes, but you have no knowledge, no experience, no training and no scholastic credentials. Maltby’s will line up an impressive row of expert

  contradictory arguments against your one year’s tuition at a provincial art school!’ Breeze spun round angrily and glared at Plum. ‘They’re going to do their best to make

  you look a fool! At best, this will be yet another of the art world’s disputed attributions and at worst, you’ll get dragged into a public dispute – which will mean a lot of

  undesirable publicity at the worst possible time for you!’




  ‘I know it’s a fake,’ Plum persisted. ‘I did the pin test, when no one was looking.’ Old-time dealers kept a pin behind their jacket lapel. If a painting

  is old, the varnish has become as hard as glass. If you push a pin into a suspect area and the paint yields at all – that area isn’t old.




  ‘Thank God Suzannah didn’t notice!’ said Breeze.




  ‘Breeze, I think you noticed something wrong with that picture. You were uneasy about it. You were embarrassed.’




  ‘You’re damn right! And I’ll spell out why. Next week I’m hoping to fix a New York show with Pevensky to start immediately after the Biennale, which’ll give it good

  lift-off. Pevensky can see you have great potential, you don’t cost outrageous money and you’re prepared to strut your stuff. But he won’t like scandal.’




  ‘Pevensky has one of the best modern galleries on Lower Broadway. Why should he care if a seventeenth-century Dutch flowerpiece is disputed?’




  Breeze glared.




  ‘So I shouldn’t antagonize Maltby’s!’ Plum yanked at the zipper of her dress.




  ‘You shouldn’t antagonize the art world.’




  ‘Aha! The conspiracy of silence!’ The art world hated any whisper of fakery – a taboo subject. Public confidence dropped, sales dropped, the entire financial structure of the

  art world was thereby undermined.




  Breeze shrugged his shoulders.




  ‘Surely Maltby’s would buy that flowerpiece back, if it were proven false?’ Plum tried to sound placatory. She knew that sometimes scandals are hushed up, a picture is returned

  and the gallery takes a tax-deductible loss. Everyone wants to protect their position and nobody wants to look foolish. Everyone in the art world needs to avoid damaging the prestige of the great

  galleries, museums, and public institutions – their best customers – who have huge budgets and priceless collections bought for millions of dollars, sometimes with public money.

  Everyone wants to protect their own investment.




  ‘If is a big, big word in the art world,’ Breeze warned. ‘Even if that picture’s wrong, you’ll be in shit up to your neck.’ The art world’s

  phrases for fake are ‘something’s wrong’, or ‘I don’t like it’, which means the same thing.




  ‘I realize that.’ Plum knew that art experts – dealers, auctioneers and art historians – generally try to be as vague as possible when confronted with a dubious picture,

  both in order to protect themselves legally and also to be tactful and kind: collectors are proud of their pictures. A dealer doesn’t even tell another dealer if he thinks that he has been

  fooled by a fake. Such allegations are met with resentful fury, as an insult to eye and intelligence. Although few dealers have never been landed with a fake, few will admit it because it damages

  their reputation. Few dealers or auctioneers will even discuss the possibility that fakes might be circulating in the art market – although they all know that this is so.




  ‘You might at least have agreed I have a good eye,’ Plum added reproachfully. ‘You might have backed me up that much.’ A painterly eye – known as visual acuity

  – is very rare; dealers, connoisseurs, artists and art historians spend their lives cultivating this indefinable and mysterious skill.




  ‘I know you must have noticed something,’ Plum said again in a puzzled voice. ‘That flowerpiece lacked spirit, it had a dull, lifeless quality . . . it lacked what those old

  boys put into their work – serenity.’




  Breeze sighed. ‘Thank God you didn’t tell Suzannah her painting lacked serenity . . . OK, since you’re so sure of yourself – what sort of fake do you reckon it

  is?’




  ‘Not a changed signature. A new painting – a composite: someone’s taken bits of other van der Asts and reassembled them – copied them all in one picture.’




  ‘You mean a pastiche?’ Breeze thought for a moment, then said decisively, ‘Whether or not you’re right about it, you simply can’t afford the time to get involved in

  this potential scandal, Plum, and I can’t allow your attention to be diverted. This time-wasting trip next week to Australia is bad enough . . . I’d never have agreed had I known about

  the Biennale . . . Right now you should be concentrating on those new paintings that the British Council expects, and we’ll also need more new stuff for your New York show, because

  there’ll never be a better time to pitch you. Unless you win the Biennale, of course.’




  ‘For God’s sake, stop hoping for that!’ yelled Plum. ‘You ought to know better! You know who I’ll be up against! You know that you never even expected me

  to be nominated – and neither did anyone else!’ She pleaded with Breeze. ‘Won’t you please stop setting me up for disappointment? Just being selected is an

  honour, as it is for the Olympics. Can’t you see that it’ll take the edge off that, if people are led to believe I might win, when we both know that it isn’t possible?’




  ‘You’re over-reacting to that article in the Post last week!’




  ‘Of course I am! Cinderella of the art world! How can you expect people to take me seriously when trash like that appears? . . . Damn, this zipper’s stuck. Help me.’

  She lifted her arm.




  ‘You know I hate that sort of rubbish as much as you do.’ Breeze fiddled with the dress zipper. ‘But if you don’t talk to these gossip writers, they just invent

  something. It’s really more sensible to seem to be friendly . . . Don’t forget your interview with the New York Telegraph tomorrow.’




  ‘One minute you tell me I haven’t a moment to waste, the next minute you tell me to talk to the media!’




  ‘I don’t know what’s got into you this evening! I’ve never known you so aggressive!’ Breeze gave a sharp tug to the zipper.




  ‘Ow! You’ve nicked my skin!’ Plum’s face flushed red with the effort to control her angry tears.




  ‘Stop wriggling . . .’




  Plum shouted, ‘You put so much emphasis on my public persona that sometimes I feel I no longer know who I am! Or who I’m supposed to be! Or what I really think! I

  feel I’m living a false life in a world of false values! I feel a fake!’




  ‘You’re just reacting to the charm of New York,’ said Breeze wearily. ‘Look, let’s drop this. Let’s get to bed. We can discuss things more calmly in the

  morning.’ He bent once again to fiddle with the zipper. ‘I’m going to yank it hard or you’ll have to sleep in this thing . . . There!’




  ‘Thanks.’ Plum’s dress fell to the floor. She stepped out of the circle of crumpled chiffon and continued her attack. ‘You humiliate me in public, Breeze! You say

  I’m drunk when I’m not! You belittle my education, my artistic intelligence and my judgement! You treat me like a child! And then when you’re bored, you suggest we go to

  bed!’




  ‘I meant to sleep!’ But as he stared at her creamy little body, Breeze felt his penis stir.




  ‘I’ve had enough!’




  ‘Enough of what?’ Breeze moved closer.




  ‘Enough of your Svengali act! Enough of your domination or guidance, or whatever you call it! Whatever it is that makes you assume that you always know what’s best for me

  and that I’ll always do as you say!’




  ‘Well, I do,’ Breeze said reasonably, reaching for her beige nipples. ‘Look where you were before you met me – just another grubby little art student. You know as well as

  I do that you’d have got nowhere without me. And if you hadn’t . . .’ Breeze stopped himself. Gently he bent his head to her breasts.




  Angrily, Plum pulled away.




  ‘Plum, this isn’t a good way to start the New Year . . .’




  ‘I’m not so sure. Perhaps it’s time I faced facts.’




  Breeze made a huge effort. ‘Plum, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have handled that situation at Suzannah’s the way I did. But please understand, darling – I couldn’t

  believe my ears! You calmly sauntered up to that picture, and before we’d had time to drink Suzannah’s cinnamon-soused concoction, you calmly told her that her new, prize possession was

  worthless, and if she couldn’t see it, well, she was insensitive. I could see my best client walking – she’ll never again let Victor buy anything of yours. I could see that bitch

  spreading filth about you through the length and breadth of Long Island.’ He caught hold of Plum’s hand and kissed it; he looked shame-faced. ‘And at this point I have to admit

  – perhaps I’d had too much to drink.’




  ‘Just as well we never drank Suzannah’s witches’ brew.’ Plum kissed Breeze’s knuckles.




  ‘What if her painting is a fake? How can you prove it?’ Breeze pressed her firm little buttocks against his thigh. His right hand parted her soft hair.




  ‘I’ll prove it somehow – because it’s a fake! I know it’s a fake! . . . Oh, Breeze.’




  ‘Happy New Year, darling.’




  







  Chapter 3




  Wednesday, 1 January 1992




  Plum lay sprawled on her back, flushed and languid, not yet fully awake on the first day of 1992. The hermetically sealed, quiet warmth of the Ritz Carlton had subtly

  altered, she noticed drowsily, slowly reclaiming her senses as she woke. Her nightdress had ridden up and the soft, goosedown quilt must have fallen to the floor: the warmth felt lighter than it

  usually did when she woke.




  She also felt a gentle but scratchy warm pressure against her naked, inner thigh. Puzzled at first, she slowly realized what it was.




  Breeze’s unshaven cheek.




  Her body flooded with indolent warmth.




  ‘You smell so erotic,’ he whispered. ‘Someone should bottle it and make a fortune.’




  ‘You’ve been spending too much time with Victor the money machine,’ Plum whispered back, sleepily thinking that one of the great pleasures of marriage was being able to make

  jokes in bed; to know that you had all the time in the world to be together, to be close in every way.




  Breeze’s hands prised her legs further apart.




  Sleepily acquiescent, she shifted her position slightly. She felt delicately languorous, incapable of moving, her muscles had lost all power: it was as if her limp body had melted under some sun

  god’s heated gaze. She felt his warm lips and her own arousal. Breeze’s probing tongue – nimble as his fingers – found the little bump it sought; gently he licked with

  deliberate slowness, his even, steady strokes insisting on her body’s response. She felt the force of her passion mount from his mouth and slowly flood her body.




  Plum started to gasp, to make little bird-like noises. Her sharp moans increased in tempo and grew louder, then eventually blurred into one long moan of pleasure.




  Breeze looked up from the damp, silken red hair. ‘Encore?’




  Plum made a sleepy, satisfied sound, half purr, half growl.




  Breeze bent his head.




  Shortly afterwards, Plum started to gasp again. Arching her back, she thrust herself towards his mouth.




  Breeze stopped, looked up and grinned.




  She grasped his blond hair and tugged it. ‘You brute,’ she whispered, ‘you teasing bastard.’




  ‘I can’t do a thing unless you let go of my hair . . . Why, yes, I can . . .’ Breeze pushed her cream voile nightgown further up her body and she felt his hands on her breasts.

  He fondled them, squeezing her nipples until she could no longer bear the pleasurable tension, but could not bear to stop him.




  ‘Don’t stop, darling Breeze, don’t stop,’ Plum’s hands fell away from the blond hair and clutched at the rumpled sheets beneath her.




  ‘I don’t intend to.’ He pulled himself upwards and started to kiss her breasts, softly at first and then more roughly as his own passion threatened to pass beyond control and

  his breathing became harsh. His body thrust at hers. Abruptly he stopped thinking so unselfishly of Plum’s pleasure.




  He pulled himself up on his elbows and she gasped again as she felt his flesh hard against hers. Strong hands slid beneath her buttocks, as he raised her slightly. Their bodies joined. Slowly he

  twisted himself within her. Happily trapped beneath him, Plum felt the strength of Breeze’s hard body as it plunged into hers. She flung herself against him with equal passion. Hungrily,

  wordlessly, they thrust against each other, their indolent eroticism now replaced by a mutual and tempestuous appetite. Their bodies moved wordlessly, rhythmically, faster and faster, more and more

  urgently . . .




  Later, lying back against a tangle of sheets, Plum smelled the familiar warm, almond odour of his sated appetite.




  ‘What a wonderful way to wake up,’ she murmured, knowing that Breeze had just apologized for his lack of support on the previous night.




  Plum opened languid eyes when she heard a tap at the door.




  ‘That’ll be breakfast,’ Breeze said. ‘I ordered it for eleven.’ He grabbed his white towelling bathrobe and went to the door.




  Plum heard muttered words, then a trolley table was wheeled in by two blue-uniformed waiters and Plum sniffed the delicious aroma of Columbian coffee. One waiter pulled the window curtains apart

  and Plum saw frosted Central Park spread before her. The other waiter clicked up the sides of the now-large circular table. From the hot cupboard beneath, he produced silver serving dishes. Plum

  looked with pleasure at the butter-coloured linen cloth, the silver cutlery, the fine china and the vase of snowdrops on the table.




  ‘I hope you’re hungry,’ Breeze said, as the waiters left. He lifted the silver cover of a serving dish. ‘We have scrambled eggs, bacon, mushrooms, sausages – a real

  British breakfast.’ He lifted the other cover. ‘Plus waffles and maple syrup. And here’s sliced bananas and cream because I know you love that.’ He shook a pale blue napkin

  from a basket and added, ‘We have toast and honey, or croissants with strawberry preserve. Also fresh orange juice and a bowl of cherries. That should stop you fainting from hunger before

  lunch.’




  ‘I feel faint just hearing you talk about it. Just coffee for me, please.’




  ‘A few cherries?’




  ‘No, just coffee with cream.’




  ‘I’m sure you’d love a few cherries . . . shiny, rosy cherries.’




  ‘If you think the cherries are so wonderful, have them yourself, darling.’




  ‘But you love cherries in winter.’




  Plum looked up at Breeze’s face. ‘Why this insistence? Own up! You’ve bought an orchard? . . . Or a fruit import business? . . . OK, I’ll have a couple of cherries, to

  please you, but only to hang from my ears.’




  Carefully Breeze handed the white porcelain bowl to Plum. She pushed her short auburn hair away from her ears and dipped a hand into the cherry bowl. ‘Hey, what’s in here?’




  ‘Happy New Year, darling.’ Breeze leaned over and kissed the side of her almond-white neck.




  Plum laughed. ‘You really surprised me . . .’ She groped beneath the cherries and produced a small scarlet and gold leather jeweller’s box. She looked astonished.

  ‘Breeze, what have we here?’




  ‘Nothing you don’t deserve,’ Breeze said fondly.




  Plum opened the box, ‘I don’t believe this!’ She held up a diamond ring. The stone seemed to catch the dim light that filtered through the net curtains, to imprison and magnify

  it. Blue flashes shot from the ring, then orange-yellow ones.




  Plum slid the ring on her finger and held out her hand to admire it. ‘It’s blinding! And for once my fingernails are clean!’ Usually the short fingernails of her

  small, square hands were unvarnished and ingrained with paint, even after surgeon-like scrubbing.




  ‘It’s to celebrate the Biennale. I’m so proud of you.’ Breeze kissed the top of her head. ‘I know it isn’t as big as Suzannah’s . . .’




  ‘Suzannah’s ring is vulgarly, ostentatiously enormous: it isn’t a ring, it’s start-up capital!’ Plum threw her arms around Breeze’s neck.




  Smiling, Breeze disentangled her arms and looked at the ring on her finger. ‘We never got around to getting an engagement ring . . .’




  ‘I said I’d rather have a jeep, and you gave me one,’ Plum reminded him.




  ‘Yes. You’re just a simple, practical, down-to-earth sex-pot.’




  ‘In that case, maybe after breakfast I’ll break my New Year resolution.’ She explained how she had scandalized Suzannah. Breeze laughed fondly. By tacit consent, neither of

  them mentioned Suzannah’s Dutch flowerpiece: that could wait, they weren’t going to let it spoil their private start to the New Year.




  Once again, Plum flashed her hand admiringly. Then, hesitantly, she turned to Breeze, ‘Darling, are you sure that you can afford this . . . at the moment?’




  ‘Yes. Cleo Brigstall gave me a good tip.’ Breeze had also invited the Brigstalls to the Russian Tea Room on New Year’s Eve, but Cleo’s sinusitis had been so bad that

  she’d cancelled. A self-contained woman in her early thirties who worked in the City trading gold futures, Cleo was married – apparently happily – to a rising copyright lawyer who

  didn’t yet earn much but would one day be made a partner in his firm. Breeze reported that Cleo never spent a penny over her budget and would never buy large pictures, because they were more

  difficult to resell.




  Breeze added, ‘And as a matter of fact, Victor got me a good deal on the diamond.’




  ‘So that was what was going on in the back of the limo. But this must have cost something.’ As Plum spoke, the diamond flashed blue-green then yellow. Anxiously she

  persisted. ‘And I know you’re anxious about Steinert . . . whether he’ll pull out.’




  Geoffrey Steinert was Breeze’s backer. He was also Breeze’s ex-father-in-law. In 1972, when Breeze had been a twenty-seven-year-old assistant working for the Pilkington Gallery, he

  had eloped with nineteen-year-old Geraldine-Ann, Mr Steinert’s only daughter, against her family’s wishes. After the eventual reconciliation, Geraldine-Ann’s father, who owned a

  property empire, had been cajoled by his daughter into providing the capital for Breeze to open his own gallery in Cork Street, both sides of which are lined with London’s best art

  galleries.




  In 1976 young Geraldine-Ann eloped again, with her lover, Eileen, to join a lesbian New Age colony in Ibiza. Mr Steinert and Breeze were united in their shame and fury. Breeze provided fake

  grounds for divorce in order to avert a scandal, and Mr Steinert agreed to leave his investment in place. It proved a sound investment as art prices soared during the late seventies and eighties,

  but after the nineties crash, Mr Steinert had asked to withdraw his capital as soon as possible without incurring serious financial problems for Breeze. They met regularly to discuss Mr

  Steinert’s definition of ‘serious’.




  ‘I don’t want to add to your money worries, Breeze,’ Plum said timidly.




  ‘I don’t know what you mean by that,’ Breeze said stiffly. He stood up and paced the room, hands pushed deep into the pockets of his bathrobe.




  ‘Yes, you do.’ Breeze always became angry if she mentioned it, but he was secretly terrified of being without money: his waking nightmare was to be old, ill, penniless, in debt, and

  unable to support himself, with starvation and hypothermia looming before him. Plum knew why.




  After Breeze’s grandfather, a tenant farmer, became crippled by arthritis, he and his wife had had to be financially supported by Breeze’s father, which had been a continuous

  financial strain upon him. As a child, when Breeze was naughty, his pocket money was taken away. Grimly, his father would say, ‘You’d better learn that because you’ve got a bit of

  money, it doesn’t follow that you’ll be able to keep it.’




  Breeze learned. Consequently, in money matters he veered mercurially from over-confidence to anxiety, if not panic. He carefully hid this from the world, but Plum knew of his nervous pacing up

  and down the bedroom at dawn, after a sleepless night. She had shaken him awake from Kafkaesque dreams, a wasteland of bills, debts, tax officials tapping him on the shoulder and screaming bank

  managers pointing to prison. Sometimes when this happened Breeze would abruptly bend over and clutch his stomach, feeling physical pains that only a reassuring call to his accountant could

  cure.




  Plum had first met Breeze’s accountant after one of these anxiety attacks. Sidney was a big man with a quiet voice like a lull in the centre of a storm. ‘Poverty thought patterns,

  that’s all,’ he explained laconically. ‘There’s no reason for alarm. Breeze is in debt because if you’ve no capital, then borrowing money is the only way to start a

  business.’ But privately he thought that if Breeze couldn’t stand the heat, he’d better get out of the kitchen.




  In the hushed splendour of the Ritz Carlton, Plum hopefully recalled Sidney’s words as she looked at Breeze. He sat on the edge of the bed, angrily biting cherries with the menace, speed

  and precision of a Venus fly-trap. ‘Don’t worry, Plum. I can afford it.’




  ‘Then it’s a wonderful gift from a wonderful man,’ Plum said gently. ‘And now I’m definitely going to break my New Year resolution.’




  At midday, Breeze decided to face the cold and jog in Central Park.




  Plum lay back against the pillows, stretched her arms and yawned. ‘Don’t go near that underpass bridge where everybody gets mugged in the movies. Every time I see that bridge on a

  screen I react like a Victorian audience watching the heroine walk into a trap. I shout, ‘No! Don’t do it! Danger ahead!’




  Breeze laughed, then noticed that a message had been pushed beneath the door.




  He picked it up and read aloud, ‘Ma, don’t call us, we’ll call you. We didn’t get back till six a.m. – no cabs so had to walk miles from Spring Street.’




  ‘In this snow! With Max’s bronchitis! Oh, God, I should have organized a limo for them . . .’




  ‘No, you shouldn’t, Plum. Whoever heard of teenagers turning up at a Greenwich Village rave in a limo? Stop being a mother hen: you’re not the type, too vague.’ At the

  door, Breeze looked over his shoulder. ‘And it’s too late to start: in case you’d forgotten, Toby is nineteen and Max is sixteen.’




  ‘No, seventeen.’




  ‘Old enough to look after himself, even in New York.’ Whistling, Breeze disappeared.




  Plum immediately dived into the working mother’s swimming pool of guilt. Not the type? . . . Too vague? . . . Certainly she didn’t think about her kids twenty-four hours a day, but

  she wasn’t a bad mother. Come to think of it, what modern mother wasn’t a bad mother, according to the previous generation, who’d all stayed home and knitted cakes? What

  did they expect? Some Mary Poppins update? She had done her best, Plum told herself defensively, which was all that anyone could do. And a mother’s place was always in the wrong.




  But if a father wasn’t there, he wasn’t there, and you couldn’t run a family as if he were. When the boys were little, discipline had been definitely lax; Plum had decided that

  the fewer the rules, the fewer the rows and the fewer the punishments awarded that she would never administer anyway. A single mother couldn’t use the weak threat: ‘just wait till your

  dad gets home’.




  Plum started to worry the skin at the sides of her nails. But if a mother had to work, then she had to work. This involved perpetual guilt feelings, especially if she enjoyed her work, but it

  needn’t affect kids that much – unless they realized how much it worried her. Then they had a wonderful weapon, because most children were callous and they quite enjoyed

  hurting you: it proved they had power over you. Which they did.




  Plum had always consoled herself with the thought that quiet, obedient, well-behaved children grew up into wimps, while high-spirited children grew into interesting get-up-and-goers . . .

  didn’t they? And if you want a good man, grow your own.




  She glanced at her wristwatch, then peered closer because the watch – a plastic, all-black one that Max had given her for Christmas – had no numerals: Plum had already discovered

  that it was easy for her to misread it and be an hour early, or an hour late.




  It was nearly time to phone her mother. Allowing for the five-hour time difference between the American East Coast and Britain, it was seven in the morning in Portsmouth. Her mother would be

  preparing the morning tea tray in the kitchen, which smelled of stale breadcrumbs and was exactly the same as she’d always known it, since babyhood.




  ‘Mum! Open up! It’s us!’




  Plum jumped out of bed, grabbed a cream towelling robe, and ran to open the door of the hotel bedroom.




  ‘When you see a mother, kiss it!’ Max leaped forward, wound his arms around her and hugged Plum until she was breathless.




  Behind him, Toby yawned, ‘Happy New Year, Gorgeous!’




  Like most teenagers, they were not interested in their mother; they had nothing in common. They loved her dearly, of course, but since they had grown up, there’d been something

  slightly forced about their relationship. Plum, no longer leader-of-the-gang, sensed a tolerant, instinctive, undiscussed plot to pretend that nothing had altered: when nobody else was around they

  were still her boys. But they weren’t. They had separated from her. They were men. They no longer told her their secrets, and yet they still expected her to know their fears and soothe them

  away.




  Neither boy had noticed Plum’s new diamond ring. So she held out her small, short-fingered craftsman’s hand. As Suzannah had done, she spread her fingers. ‘Look what Breeze

  just gave me!’




  Both boys looked at the ring. Politely, Toby said, ‘Great!’ and drifted towards the television.




  Max also simulated enthusiasm. ‘Extra!’




  It was clear to Plum that her sons thought her single flashing diamond of no interest: it was mumsy, boring, old-fashioned, uncool. Well, what had she expected? If she wanted their interest, she

  should have acquired a silver Hell’s Angel’s skull-and-crossbones ring.




  Toby fiddled with the TV set. Not yet fully awake, his eyelids drooped and dark hair stuck up in spikes around his thin, sensitive face. He looked very like his father, Plum thought, before

  Jim’s features had acquired that disagreeable, fault-finding, petulant expression. Or had that always been there, unnoticed when she was in love with him and seeing only what she wished to

  see?




  Toby rubbed his clear grey eyes, shook his head violently, then punched a button on the TV remote control. Madonna, the wanton Queen of Pop, burst into the room. Wearing a strapless red satin

  gown, loaded with diamonds and surrounded by male dancers in tuxedos, she hollered, ‘We are living in a material world, and I am a material girl!’




  Max threw himself across the untidy bed, propped his chin on his elbows and gazed at the parody of Marilyn Monroe. He looked like his mother, with a long neck and a small head, the same huge,

  dark blue eyes and flaming hair.




  Plum watched the Material Girl try to shock. Unlike the shrewdly manipulated and exploited Marilyn, this modern sex queen shrewdly exploited herself. Historically, the profits of female

  sexual exploitation had always been kept by men: Madonna was the first sex queen to keep it all for herself. Plum wondered whether that was why grown men hysterically denounced Madonna’s mild

  porn, although they didn’t raise a finger to close the hard porn industry.




  ‘Time to phone Gran. Switch that off,’ Plum said, wondering whether Madonna was happy. Or did her gruelling success schedule leave no time for that?




  Both boys absent-mindedly grunted assent but did not take their eyes off the screen.




  ‘Switch it off, guys,’ Plum insisted. ‘You know the oldies get upset if they expect something and it doesn’t happen.’




  Her sons gave two more grunts but did not move. Madonna was now being interviewed. The unctuous TV host said, ‘Men get very intimidated by powerful women, don’t they?’




  ‘That’s their problem,’ Madonna said briskly. ‘I take the risks, so I want to be in control.’




  Plum switched the TV off and dialled Portsmouth, thinking how excited her mother would be about the diamond ring. Her mother loved jewellery, and wore as much as possible as often as possible.

  Plum decided that tomorrow she would get something from Tiffany for her mother; she loved those duck-egg-blue boxes.




  Max grabbed the phone. ‘Hi, Gran, I’ve got a joke for you. What’s the difference between Heaven and Hell? . . . It’s no fun if you don’t try . . . No . . . No . . .

  Then I’ll tell you. In Heaven all the policemen are English, all the chefs are French, all the accountants are Swiss, all the army is German and all the lovers are Italian . . . It

  isn’t very funny because I haven’t got to the joke yet, Gran . . . and now you’ve made me forget it . . .’




  Toby grabbed the telephone. ‘In Hell, all the policemen are German, all the chefs are English, all the army is Italian, all the accountants are French and all the lovers are Swiss . . .

  Well, we do. We remembered it especially for you.’




  Plum grabbed the receiver. She finished her call by asking her father, hesitantly, if he knew anything about tracing the source of a faked picture.




  Mr Phillips, a former customs officer, cleared his throat and spoke with a touch of pomposity. ‘To track a criminal, follow the money backwards to source.’




  ‘Easier said than done,’ Plum thought. She’d better discuss it with Jenny.




  Jenny was drinking coffee in bed. She stretched her arms and yawned. ‘Breakfast in bed! At the Ritz Carlton! You’re so generous to me, Plum. I love the occasional

  glamorous dollop of high-life! Speaking of which, have you phoned Lulu yet?’




  ‘Not yet. I’m rather dreading it – you know what Lulu’s like around New Year.’ Plum bent to the floor and picked up a once-grey stuffed toy donkey, about the size

  of a cat. ‘Doesn’t this spoil the glamorous high-life image?’ She tossed the decrepit creature back to Jenny. ‘How was Nell’s?’ What Plum really meant was: how

  did things end up with Leo?




  ‘More fun than most nightclubs. A crazy crowd: Euro-trash, with names like Italian racing cars. Cartier-encrusted girls who’ve done the Sotheby’s course and know Steph of

  Monaco, wearing big black shades and blonde manes – ditto the men, who all met as boys at Le Rosey.’




  ‘So you enjoyed bitching the night away.’ Clearly Jenny hadn’t scored with Leo.




  ‘I like to exercise an occasional waspish sting of envy. Leo seems to know them all. They only talked about where they’d come from, where they were going, and what they were going to

  wear when they got there. The women wore insanely expensive, indecently short skirts, and no bra – if they need it, they simply get a tits lift, Leo says . . .’ Jenny stopped her

  chatter as Plum waved her hand under her nose. ‘Plum, have you stolen that thing from Suzannah,’ she asked, ‘or did you get it out of a cracker?’




  ‘Better ask Breeze. He gave it to me this morning.’




  Jenny caught hold of Plum’s hand. ‘How much is a rock like that worth?’




  ‘Don’t know. Breeze said it’s an eight-carat FVVS: what d’you suppose that means?’




  ‘For Vivacious, Voluptuous Swingers?’




  ‘From a Very Virile Stud?’ Jenny lifted the coffee pot. ‘For a Very Valuable Star? Shouldn’t there be another all-purpose category – SUTW: Shut-Up Toys for Wives? .

  . . So have I forgotten your anniversary?’




  ‘No, it’s just for being good in bed, Breeze said.’




  ‘Wow! Pity I don’t get much practice!’




  ‘Are you surprised?’ Plum joked. ‘That decrepit donkey would scare off any red-blooded man. What a dumb thing to bring to New York!’




  ‘Where I go, Muffin goes, you know that.’ Only half joking, Jenny defiantly clutched the sagging toy to her breasts. ‘But Muffin can’t have scared off Leo, because he

  didn’t come up. Said he was too tired. And he hasn’t phoned this morning . . . Oh, what is it I do wrong, Plum? I swear I didn’t come on too strong last

  night.’




  ‘Isn’t Leo staying in the Village with friends? They’re probably still asleep. Don’t fret about it – and don’t phone him. I’ll phone him. I

  need to ask his advice.’ To distract Jenny, Plum added, ‘Listen, I need your advice. I got myself into trouble last night.’ She giggled. ‘I told Suzannah her Dutch

  flower painting’s a fake.’




  Jenny did not laugh, as Plum expected, but listened carefully to what had happened the previous evening. ‘So I’ve committed myself to finding the forger,’ Plum concluded,

  ‘but I don’t know where to start! I thought I’d ask Leo. Journalists know how to do that sort of research, don’t they? They know how to track down people.’




  ‘Do you really want to get side-tracked on some needle-in-a-haystack chase for a forger who might be anywhere in the world when you only have five months before the Biennale?’




  ‘Look, Breeze did his best to belittle me last night, he did his best to humiliate me, and this time I’m not going to forget it just because he gave me a gift. I’m tired of

  being treated like a child by Breeze and more or less told not to be disobedient if I don’t want to do what he decides should be done. For Breeze, when we’re out of bed,

  I’m part painter, part obedient child – and that’s all.’




  ‘And you’re complaining? You’re not usually this stubborn.’




  ‘That’s what Breeze said. Maybe what you call stubborn is what I call not being pushed around any more.’




  Jenny tried to dissuade Plum, but succeeded only in cementing Plum’s determination to pursue her search, for Jenny produced all the arguments that Breeze had used. ‘Listen, Plum, do

  you want me to give you my opinion – or just agree with you? Any sane person would agree with Breeze, and why pick a fight when he’s just given you that sensational

  sparkler?’




  ‘I won’t be stopped by a diamond. I won’t be seduced by an expensive shut-up toy!’




  After Plum left, banging the door, Jenny huddled under the bedclothes and cuddled her worn, stuffed donkey. If racing drivers and tennis stars travelled with mascots, why shouldn’t she?

  Muffin had comforted her for as long as she could remember. Plum had had two husbands and two children, while Jenny had had none. Plum didn’t understand what it was like to be thirty-six

  years old and wonder why the hell nobody wanted to marry you.




  Beyond the panoramic hotel window, the snowy afternoon glittered and sparkled invitingly. Plum also decided to walk in Central Park. Leaving her sons glued to MTV, she trudged

  beneath gaunt, witch-fingered trees and snow-laden conifers, crunching fresh footprints in the newly fallen snow.




  Around her, people walked with coat collars upturned and hands in pockets, their breath visible in mist-grey puffs. Joggers thumped past, and kids whizzed on roller-skates, dexterously dodging

  the head-down, determined cyclists, who looked like old French carnival performers in striped tops over tight black cycling shorts.




  Although it was still daylight, electric necklaces of light looped from the black boughs of the trees that surrounded the frozen lake in Central Park. It was as charmingly busy as an old Dutch

  skating painting, Plum thought, as she watched the hot-chestnut vendor and dancing couples waltzing to music.




  Plum wondered why Jenny, usually so sympathetic, so gently supportive, had sided with Breeze in a situation which, for Plum, had escalated to a matter of honour. But she regretted having yelled

  at Jenny because she hadn’t agreed with her. She’d ask Jenny to lunch at La Grenouille tomorrow; according to Breeze, that was where smart New York women didn’t eat lunch.
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