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      Ring the changes,




      Toll the bell;




      Marriage peals




      Or parting knell.




      Change of heart




      Means change of wife.




      Change your partners,




      Change of life.




      Ring the changes,




      The bell rope swings,




      Life’s a circus:




      Change the rings.




        HILARY JOHNSON


    


  




  





  CHAPTER 1




  Bill is marrying her today. I glance at the clock, clear and bright in my blacked-out bedroom, the red digits glowing like fireflies. It’s on Bill’s side. I still

  stretch across every morning to switch off the alarm. Only half-past five, I’ll never get back to sleep.




  Perhaps a new smaller bed might be good – like the one I saw in Brearfield with a card on it saying, ‘The Occasional Two’. Or would it be better to move, to downsize, which

  would certainly help Bill. Still, round here, though, the girls have had enough upheaval.




  A buyer shouldn’t be too much problem with the wonderful garden and London little more than an hour away. I do love the house. The wisteria is always so glorious before the dry papery

  petals come fluttering down like confetti. I love the circle of gravel, the glossy-white front door.




  I love the symmetry of the tall Victorian sash windows. They have folding casement shutters that usually help with sleep. I draw the curtains too, at night, but now the blackness feels

  constraining. Scrambling out of bed to open them I climb back in and lie hugging my knees watching the curtains lifting in the light breeze; both sashes are pushed up a little, as far as the

  window-locks will allow. The daylight is gathering, creeping in cautiously, gingerly, like a child who knows its parents won’t enjoy being woken. Bill’s lucky, it looks a perfect spring

  day.




  His proprietor, Oscar Bluemont, who never does things by halves, is giving the reception, opening up his lavish Kensington home whose garden might be a greenhouse at Kew. It’s not

  something every newspaper editor could expect, but then not many marry a government minister and ask the Prime Minister and half the Cabinet along.




  The press will be back here again, after down-at-the-mouth pictures and quotes. They won’t get them. ‘His ex-wife Ursula, forty-three, was unavailable for comment.’




  It will be on the evening news. ‘. . . And now the wedding we’ve all been waiting for! Health Minister Victoria James and William Osborne, editor of The Post – better

  known, of course, from his current-affairs programme on television, The Firing Line.’




  Bill is a tough operator, I think with frustration. Clever and charismatic in the way he presents that programme, lulling interviewees then homing in for the kill. He was a household name even

  before his great affair with Victoria James. Will she take his name and become Victoria Osborne at work?




  Her teenage daughter will be pointed out: the girls and Tom too, probably. ‘. . . William’s three children by his first marriage.’ My children, I think angrily, imagining my

  mother glued to the set.




  The day’s tensions are already forming, tightening into a ball in my stomach. There’ll be all the tacky headlines in tomorrow’s papers, too. ‘Editor and Minister

  spliced!’ ‘Victoria weds her slick Willie.’ Endless photographs. It’s so pissing-off.




  The telephone rings and I reach across, fantasizing for one childish moment that it’s Bill changing his mind. I don’t even want him to. It’s sure to be Julian; he will know

  I’m awake and all wound-up already and he’ll be feeling resentful; it does really get to him. I suppose, though, it’s hard for a man even to begin to understand the pain of losing

  out to another woman, the obsessive consuming quality of the jealousy. Julian thinks I’m indulging in an orgy of hurt pride and should rise above it. I have to accept he’s right, but

  it’s not that easy and very irritating of him, expecting it of me.




  ‘Is that Mrs Osborne?’ The sickly saccharine voice on the end of the line sounds ominous. ‘I just wondered how you’re possibly feeling about today’s wedding . .

  .’




  It’s the press. They’ve got a cheek, calling this early. Controlling myself with difficulty I answer through tight teeth, ‘Sorry, no comment,’ and slam down the phone.

  Lying across the bed I pull the phone out at the socket then I reach for my mobile and fall back breathing heavily, clutching it to my chest. My heart’s thumping. I need Julian’s

  call.




  When it comes minutes later I’m still raging and tense. ‘Hi,’ I mutter, quite bad-temperedly.




  ‘That’s not very friendly – were you thinking it might be William having regrets?’




  ‘God, Julian. I’ve just had the press on actually – at this hour! I don’t see why I should be given such aggro when she’s treated like Mother Teresa. So she almost

  lost her life in a riot, terrible obviously, but does that make her so wonderful and whiter than virginal white?’ Why do I have to keep on endlessly repeating it all and souring up Julian?

  I’m like some automated message machine that everyone’s heard till they want to scream.




  ‘They forget the long deceitful affair, all the hurt,’ I add, laying it on while I’m at it. ‘Some ministerial example . . .’




  ‘And were you so very pure, clinging on in a fake empty marriage?’




  ‘It wasn’t fake, we just grew apart.’ I almost tag on ‘because of you’, which would have weakened my case, but instead go on piously, ‘And it wasn’t

  clinging, putting Emma and Jessie first. I wish they didn’t have to go to this wretched wedding. And stay the night. Tom’s coming for them. Victoria is driven round in that

  ministerial car so she lets him use her Mini Cooper the whole time, now. She’s ingratiating herself, it’s sick-making; I can’t stand it.’




  ‘Why? Why can’t you just be grateful? Tom’s an impoverished art student, it gets him home to you more at weekends.’




  ‘He shouldn’t be living in that basement flat of theirs anyway; he was fine in halls at college. She shouldn’t be influencing my children so much, letting Tom drive that fast

  car.’




  ‘She’ll want to avoid being seen in it these days, I expect, it’s not environmentally friendly. Tom’s fine, he’s got his head screwed on and he’s a good safe

  driver.’




  ‘Probably about as safe as eggs in a paper bag – and you’re just trying to be soothing, you haven’t got a clue either way.’




  ‘Yes, I have. I used to let him drive quite often when I gave him lifts to London.’




  ‘I don’t believe it, your precious old Porsche? You’re in love with that car!’




  ‘No, only with you. I’ll come round later, about seven this evening. If that’s what you want.’




  I’ve made him angry, I think, lying back with my silent mobile, he was sounding cold. I’m always spiky and showing my worst side then longing to undo it. It’s

  so hard to relax at the moment. The edginess is no effort, as instinctive as survival – if having the opposite effect. Julian won’t put up with much more. I need him; I need the sex.

  His body is lean and hard from some past other life; the slightest brush of his arm and my spine turns to jelly. He can plump up my shrivelled morale like a raisin in rum and make me feel sky

  high.




  We first met at his father’s funeral in Brearfield seven years ago. Julian had been away for years, living in Greece, Africa, wherever, and writing travel books, but came rushing back when

  his father was dying of cancer. A year or two before then he’d had the terrible tragedy of his mother and sister killed in a car crash: his father’s death must have been extra

  heartbreaking.




  After the funeral there were pub drinks and sandwiches and we’d talked. His face had held such anguish, like a wounded defenceless animal. His topaz eyes had been latched on to mine; his

  hair was unkempt. I had longed to take him into my arms.




  Julian’s hair is well cut and tamed now and it’s fairer than its natural mouse since he goes abroad a lot, on trips to Africa. He’s always tanned. Good-looking in a quiet

  unassuming sort of way: just short of six foot, a lean well-structured face, straight nose, those steady golden-brown eyes – a touch of the Hollywood fighter pilot, perhaps. He hates

  conforming and leading a conventional life, but that’s part of the problem, it’s so ingrained in me.




  His father, Sir Peter Bridgewater, had been a respected permanent secretary in the civil service who’d retired to Brearfield and opened an antiquarian bookshop. Julian kept it going,

  surprisingly, even moving in and creating an upstairs flat. It’s a rickety Tudor building in the market square; the upper half hangs over the shop like a beer belly.




  People were pleased. The shop was popular, particularly with Brearfield’s retired old colonels – there are quite a few – whom Julian impresses no end with his knowledge of

  military history. Even so, and in spite of the travel books he’s written, there were murmurings about his past. And his marriage to a local girl lasting less than a year didn’t

  help.




  I never went near the bookshop during the time he was married. It was completely irrational on my part. Our contact had been minimal. I was married too, with two small daughters, Tom was still

  at school.




  Julian’s books are good. I loved his wry account of an Englishman farming on a Greek island. He says his new book on Uganda, about a time when people’s lives were cheaper than a

  bunch of bananas, is very harrowing and I shouldn’t bother reading it. I was going to anyway but my copy seems to have got packed up with Bill’s things.




  Four years of guarded bottled-up attraction – until that extraordinary spur of the moment, split second of time at Val and Chris’s party when I almost left Bill. Circumstances

  conspired, though, and it didn’t happen. Bill started his affair soon after, which came as a shock and cut deep, but it was, as Julian well knows, more to do with hurt pride at that

  stage.




  Then came the break-up. I could never have picked up with him in all the crippling glare of Bill’s exposure, the ceaseless battery of humiliating press. Julian was sensitive to that and

  never once pushed it.




  The media caravan rolled on. I had licked my wounds interminably like a cat, succumbed to more melodramatic outbursts than a hormonal top model, aged my mother by years and still felt blood raw.

  Julian took me out, we did things together, but he knew I needed time.




  When we finally made love it had a rare significance, a grace even, after all the waiting; we had known it would happen for so long. It was of the moment and had needed no looks, no raised

  questioning eyebrows. I’d chanced on him in the market square one late afternoon when the girls were at a friend’s for tea. We had gone into the bookshop, straight upstairs to his

  low-ceilinged bedroom with the small four-poster, undressed and climbed into the cool luxury of Egyptian cotton sheets. There had been no sense of awkward newness, every nook and curve of our

  bodies had felt completely familiar after five long years of abstinence.




  And now I’m obsessed with the physical side, I think of nothing else and feel frightened that it’s locking me in.




  It wouldn’t work. I’m in a total tangle. There’s so much about Julian I don’t understand. He’s never talked marriage. I think he loves me, but how long would it

  last? I’m six months older, he’d get bored, push off to wherever, whoever . . .




  It’s all about being starved of sex. Bill might have lied and let me down, but he never sexually dissembled. He maintained a distance in bed like parallel ships at sea.




  ‘Mum, you asleep?’




  ‘Hi, Ems. No, I’ve been awake ages, lying here like an idle slob.’




  ‘Jessie’s the slob, I went in her room and couldn’t wake her – and she’s got her legs flopped right back like giving birth. It’s disgusting. And her

  mouth’s open. If she was old she’d be snoring.’ Emma’s in Tom’s old maroon-striped pyjamas and, giving the trousers a hefty hitch, she climbs on the bed on her

  father’s side. ‘Dad’s so mean, getting married this Thursday instead of next, when term’s started, we could have had a day off.’




  ‘I’m sure he thought of that.’




  ‘Jess wants to wear her stretch pants suit. I said she can’t keep changing her mind and in any case Gran would see it on telly and die a death, but she thinks Gran will be far too

  busy ogling all the VIPs.’ Ems is sitting cross-legged, carefully inspecting her toenails, her pearlized aqua varnish. ‘Jess is not to cling all day, Mum. She crowds me, she’s a

  pain.’




  ‘Be nice to her, love. And try and talk her into the red skirt, trousers would be wrong.’




  ‘You’re as bad as Gran! Even loads of brides wear them these days. Will Victoria wear white, do you think, as there’s the church blessing?’




  ‘Not a white pants suit, I’m sure.’




  ‘Can I ask something?’




  ‘Depends what.’




  ‘Are you and Julian going to get married soon, too?’




  ‘Certainly not! He’s just a friend.’




  ‘Oh, come on, Mum! He’s much more than that. Tom says he’s been in love with you for years. He says Julian reads you like one of those old books of his. Tom

  thinks—’




  ‘Well, Tom can just jolly well keep his thoughts to himself!’ It’s infuriating of him, talking like that to his 12-year-old sister. I swing my legs out of bed and smile back at

  her. ‘Time we got going, Ems – and wear the new tights, no ladders for Dad’s big day.’




  At the door she looks back with an evil grin. ‘And Tom said—’




  ‘Go and get dressed!’ God knows what she’ll come out with at the reception. Bill’s drunken untrustworthy journalist mates might pick up quite a few little nuggets for

  their wretched columns.




  Cleaning my teeth I think about Julian staying the night. He never has, even on Bill’s weekends with the girls, but tonight they’ll be in London and if ever there was a time . . .

  Best just see if it happens.




  I feel a cold wet nose pressing against my thigh. Emma must have gone downstairs and let out Misty. ‘No walkies today,’ I murmur, fondling his head. ‘Shitty

  pressmen.’




  Misty was a present from Bill, just before he starting commuting. One evening he had appeared with a tiny ball of golden fluff, the retriever puppy I had longed for, and said cheerily, kissing

  me, ‘To guard and keep you company! It’s only going to be a couple of midweek nights. I shall hate being away, though.’ At the time it had seemed sensible and his investment in a

  one-bedroom central London flat, shrewd and sound.




  I let Misty out into the garden and pick up the papers from the front step: The Times and The Post. Why keep on with The Post and being constantly reminded? Why is it so

  hard to let go?




  Victoria’s face shines out. ‘Health Minister marries The Post’s editor today.’




  Her accident set the seal. She had been Housing Minister then and on a private trip to see the proposed site for a controversial huge new housing development, quite close to Brearfield. Her

  visit sparked a riot of local protestors and more were bussed in. There were too few police, it got out of hand, and a random stone striking her head had caused life-threatening pressure of blood

  on the brain. They had operated just in time.




  Bill threw caution and me to the winds and made a wild dash to the hospital where he stayed for hours. It was media open season after that. The press invaded and ransacked our lives; they

  feasted like medieval kings. ‘Family values editor at minister’s bedside.’ ‘William Osborne’s vigil.’ ‘Editor and minister’s secret tryst.’ No

  sacking her over a deceitful affair; she was praised for her courage and made Minister of Health instead of Housing.




  It was life-and-death drama and romance; people had felt fascinated sympathy. That my privacy was stripped away like the bark of a tree, that I was raw, unprotected and bleeding, meant nothing.

  And William Osborne was a well-known television personality, permitted to fail his wife.




  I yell routinely to the girls to come for breakfast, still half reading the papers. Victoria is sharing the front page with a heart-gripping account of a young girl abducted from her garden. My

  skin crawls at the thought of it happening to one of mine; it’s too awful to contemplate. A shiver runs through me, a shaft of icy stomach-clenching fear. I’m overwrought and being

  overemotional; I’ve got to smile through the next few hours.




  My mother’s on the phone when Tom speeds up and brakes sharply on the gravel. The kitchen has windows to the front and side of the house and lets me see people arriving.

  It’s huge and light, two opened-up rooms, with a long pine refectory table at the garden end. There’s a door leading off to a laundry area and a small study beyond that used to be

  Bill’s. It’s mine now.




  The black Mini Cooper is giving off vibrations; good ones, obviously, to Tom, the music is at full pitch. I lose the thread of what my mother is saying: some rant at Bill coupled with absorbed

  fascination about the wedding. She has a split personality where Bill is concerned. Concern on my behalf, but she’s always responded to his drive and television fame, her daughter married to

  a success story. I love her and we’re close, but she drives me mad; even talking on the phone I can end up screaming my head off at her.




  Letting in Tom, the phone still pressed to my ear, the sight of my tall dark angular twenty-year-old in his ancient jeans swells my heart. There’s an eight-year gap between him and Emma.

  Having married and had him so young I’d felt tied, in spite of adoring him, deprived of downtime with girlfriends and sudden jaunts with Bill. My job on an interiors magazine had had to

  become part-time – with all Tom’s fizzing energy he had needed a greyhound track, not a South London maisonette. Bill had been working long hours on the paper, it seemed folly to think

  of having another child.




  Bill became Home Affairs Editor, then Deputy Editor of The Post. We moved to Brearfield, close to the downs. Bill was being loving, planning the garden; I had a beautiful new home and

  soon two baby girls in quick succession. Those early Brearfield years were really our happiest time.




  Tom mouths ‘Hi!’ then goes to the banister to drape over the suit and tie he’s holding before coming to give me a kiss.




  I need to get my mother off the line and thrusting the phone at him, whisper, ‘It’s Gran – say a quick hello, darling.’




  He takes it a touch wearily. ‘Hi Gran, how you doing?’ He listens with his face screwed up in a pained quizzy grin. ‘OK, OK, keep your hair on. Promise I’ll be in a tie.

  But I have got this wicked silver ring through my right eyebrow now . . .’ I shake my head, frowning. ‘Only kidding, Gran . . . We’re seeing you, Sunday? That’s

  cool.’




  Tom clicks off and hands back the phone. ‘You do know the press are out there, Mum?’ I shrug, as if to say, who cares? He carries on rather undiplomatically, ‘We, um, should

  really be going quite soon. There’s lunch first, you see, with Victoria’s brother and family, her parents and Nattie—’ He dries up then, more uncomfortably aware of my

  sensitivities.




  I hate picturing the scene. And that daughter of hers, Nattie, is seventeen, she’ll be giving mine ideas; they’re only eleven and twelve. ‘Ease up a bit, Mum,’ Tom says,

  with a very endearing smile.




  It’s a madhouse getting them off. Emma raids my shoe-cupboard and stands clutching a pair of summer espadrilles. ‘Please! I can tighten them to fit . . .’ In

  the high wedges and a fifties frock with blue cornflower heads, blue as her eyes, she looks at least fifteen.




  Tom’s shirt is missing a button. ‘It won’t show, don’t fuss,’ he insists. I sew one on.




  Emma’s holding her hair in a tail and letting it loose again. It’s very fair like mine. Tom and Jessie have their father’s dark hair. ‘You won’t mope or anything,

  Mum?’ she urges. ‘Victoria’s so, so nice! If you could only just get to know her . . .’ I smile, a little tightly. Tom’s glaring, but Ems isn’t letting go.

  ‘She’s not stuck-up or a meanie, you really would get on . . .’




  Jessie is nodding, agreeing vigorously. It shouldn’t hurt, but it does. She’s Bill’s secret favourite; she looks up at him with those big solemn violety-chocolate eyes and he

  smoothes her tumbling hair or tugs at her ponytail with an achingly melting expression.




  The break-up hit her hardest. She put up walls, closed doors, there was no way in; she was always bottled-up and buried in a book. Bill was sick with guilt, but I saw it most closely. If Jessie

  is accepting Victoria now, he can relax, and that feels like a defeat. Jess has been an ally to me, a compatriot in adversity. She can’t start liking her stepmother.




  Books are her great love, one she shares with Julian. He is so good with her; they get on really well. He’s made her see and feel the romance of old books and talks to her very adultly

  about pseudonyms, blocking and bindings. She absorbs it all with keen attention, which I can tell he enjoys.




  She was often with me the times I used to call at the bookshop on some painfully transparent pretext. Julian would give her beautifully illustrated old classics to look at while we stood gazing

  at poetry book spines, our bodies close, but not touching.




  I write poems. It’s my release: light years from the telephone research I do for an executive recruitment firm, school runs, the duty calls from Bill – all the small print of

  life.




  The children are gone. Reporters on the doorstep repelled, I’m feeling hermetically sealed inside the house and fighting an urge to call Julian. Resisting the need for

  contact has become a habit and it’s a hard one to break. An Irish friend once talked of the ecstasy of abstinence. I’m no Catholic priest, though, and those years of unspoken longings

  were painful. I’m free now, but still holding back. It’s a fear of rebound, of making impulsive mistakes, of becoming engulfed, subsumed like an insect in a sticky tropical plant and

  then spewed out and discarded.




  Thoughts of Bill swim in. Meeting him when I’d just started at Leeds University. He’d been on the Barnsley Echo and had come to cover a student demo. I’d gone to it out

  of mild curiosity and stayed at the back of the hall. Bill came close beside me and whispered I was beautiful. He pursued me keenly, if briefly, after that, chasing up and down the motorway in a

  ropey old banger before leaving to take up a new job in London.




  A sensitive philosophy student had dried my tears. Three years later, though, and a year into my own job on the interiors magazine, I’d been buying a paper in a South London corner shop

  when Bill had walked in.




  He’d looked confident, in charge: wonderful. His reuniting stare across the frozen foods chest had been compelling. ‘Have you got a flat near here?’ he asked easily.

  ‘Come back to mine – come for breakfast. Can we get married? Whose flat?’




  ‘Mine’s full of sleeping flatmates.’




  ‘Then there’s nothing more to decide.’




  My chest feels ready to burst. Racing upstairs and flinging on the bed, a few heaving orgasmic sobs do the trick. I get my hair washed then and make purposefully for the study

  to tackle some outstanding work for my executive recruitment firm. I do the very early stages and I’m presently whittling down a list of candidates to captain a cruise-ship based out of

  Miami. I’m on the outgoing line, calling up Scandinavians with impossible names, talking round the job, mentioning relocation, when my mobile goes and my heart leaps. It’s not Julian,

  though, but Val.




  As a solicitor Val is capable and friendly, a big-boned woman who fixes clients with a very level-headed gaze. As a close friend she’s all. Warm, loyal, always ready with a healthy blast

  of common sense. We’re a group of three; there’s also Susie, who is blonde, trim, athletic and into aromatic oils and pyramid selling. She has other-women problems and I hate seeing

  those sad eyes of hers. Val and I play bridge, her husband Chris doesn’t, and she and Susie play golf.




  ‘Anything I can get for you?’ Val asks briskly. ‘I’m sure the press are hanging around and you’ll want to stay put.’




  I tell her Julian’s coming this evening and what a favour it would be if she’d pick up a couple of steaks. She sounds pleased. She and Susie are showing clear signs of weariness at

  all my indecision.




  Settling back to work I consider breaking into the case of excellent claret Bill left me. He was good like that, never mean. Wouldn’t it seem a bit over-the-top, though?




  And I’m cross with Julian, too; it feels like he’s getting at me for being such a misery Minnie; the least he could do is be more gentle and ready with the tea and sympathy.




  My mobile goes again, giving me another start. It’s Bill, though, which I was hardly expecting. He knows I won’t be answering the landline; my press problems should be tattooed on

  his conscience for life.




  ‘Just thought you might like knowing they’re here, safe and sound, and all’s well.’




  It was thoughtful of him, considerate. ‘Thanks,’ I say, feeling much warmer than minutes ago and saved from having to call Tom and sound overfussy.




  ‘And from me, too,’ Bill says. ‘It means a lot, um, having them with me today.’




  ‘Yes, well . . .’




  ‘Victoria’s parents will look after them and I’ve warned them, Ems especially, about what not to say and who to watch out for!’




  I resist a sharp remark. ‘Well, hope it all goes wonderfully well – and good luck, I guess, in your second life.’




  





  CHAPTER 2




  I’m in the bedroom thinking about second lives when Julian drives up. The press have probably gone by now, the wedding is a done thing, after all. I wouldn’t have

  minded them seeing my lover turning up in a sexy sports car – anything to avoid being endlessly slotted into a sour rejected ex-wife box. I suppose it suits their copy lines better or

  something.




  Julian hasn’t called all day and I’ve just watched the evening news on two channels and seen the wedding twice over. The girls and Tom were easy to spot, standing behind the happy

  pair with smiles all over their faces. They weren’t mentioned by name, it could have been worse. What really gets to me, the real deep-down root of it all, is Bill being so blissfully sorted.

  He’s flying into the future while I’m still so bogged down in the now.




  It’s been such a balmy shower-free April day. Julian’s car-top is down and standing at the bedroom window I watch him running his hands through his hair before picking up a

  brown-paper-wrapped parcel and jumping out. I have a quick go at my own hair, which is very fair – Susie, whose own is high-lighted and helped along, is fond of saying mine makes hers look in

  need of a wash. People comment a lot on my natural fairness. Bill liked my hair hanging in a sweep and used to complain when I took it back with combs. He said I had a refined look, the lure of

  unavailability. I don’t want that, I’m much keener on being approached.




  Julian is unsmiling as he hands over the parcel. ‘It’s instead of champagne,’ he says pointedly. ‘You were making clear you didn’t think it was a day for

  celebrating.’




  ‘Thanks, but there was no need for either.’ I smile, ignoring the unveiled sarcasm. Standing with my arms down, the package resting against grey silk trousers that feel cool to my

  thighs, I admire the mellow sky behind him. There are crimson highlights in a wash of coppery gold.




  ‘That stunning sky was reflected in your eyes,’ Julian says, coming in. He closes the door and turns. ‘And now they’re as deep a violet as your sweater. You look

  wonderful.’




  ‘No I don’t, but your car does, it’s gleaming.’ I’m bad at accepting compliments and he’s still being cool, in a prickly mood. ‘You must clean it as

  often as your teeth—’




  ‘That’s making assumptions about my oral hygiene.’




  ‘True.’ I meet his eyes uncertainly. ‘But reasonable ones.’




  Julian takes the present out of my hands and throws it at the hall refectory table where it scuttles along polished oak. I feel the force of his kiss in the empty house. I want to be transported

  upstairs, to have him lifting off the violet sweater, to feel more of his strength.




  He separates and stands staring. ‘You’re not opening your present.’




  I nod at the table. ‘You threw it over there.’ We’re very close and my lips are parted, but he doesn’t give in. It makes me angry and I walk off, picking up the present

  and saying irritably over my shoulder, playing it his way, ‘Come in the kitchen and let me get you a drink.’




  There’s a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc in the fridge. Julian pulls the cork for me and his eyes alight on Bill’s claret that I’ve opened and left standing. ‘That’s a

  very classy bottle.’




  ‘Yes, Bill bequeathed me a case. It’s conscience wine – you don’t mind drinking it?’




  ‘It’s a great honour.’




  ‘You could try and be a little bit nicer.’




  He comes and presses his cheek to mine. ‘Sorry. Shall we go and have this next door?’




  I feel better when we’re close together, settled on the sitting-room sofa. Julian pours the wine and I unwrap his present, which is a slim leather-bound volume entitled, A Romance. By

  Jane Greenmantle. I smile with my eyes and lean to give him a kiss.




  ‘It’s eighteen-thirties,’ he says, his arm along the sofa-back. ‘That won’t have been her real name, of course. It must have been quite fun choosing the

  pseudonyms.’




  ‘It looks far too valuable – I don’t approve! Does it have a happy ending?’




  ‘That’s for you to find out. A woman came in with it only this afternoon, along with a few military histories. Probably her late husband’s and she needed the money. I felt

  sorry for her and gave her a good price. She looked so forlorn in her cameo brooch, a sort of left-behind anachronism in today’s world.’ It makes me think of stories in the papers, the

  girl just abducted, terrorism, gay marriages. ‘The military stuff will do well on the Net,’ Julian remarks rather absently, his eyes wandering round at the paintings in the room.




  Bill took some delicate watercolours painted by a close friend of his who’d recently died of lung cancer, but the pictures he really loves, the bold vibrant oils, paintings he threw

  reckless money at, still remain. As do the antique Spanish threshing-table converted into a coffee table, the huge textured-white sofas. There’s little in here of me.




  ‘You should let William have one or two of those paintings.’




  ‘I don’t see why. Possibly, if and when I decide to move – stop trying to get me mad!’




  Julian smiles and turns my face for a kiss and I feel the tension evaporating, vanishing like dew. Leaning into him companionably I ask an awkward question that’s hard to word. ‘What

  I’ve often wondered . . . is why you ever married Marion in the first place.’




  His arm is round my shoulders, his hand fondling my hair. ‘It was a safety valve, an outlet. I’d had to do something or explode. I knew I was in for a long wait, that you

  weren’t going to leave William in a hurry. I felt sure of your feelings, but then suddenly I just couldn’t stand it. And such intense frustration felt dangerous, I had to needle you and

  get some sort of reaction, some sign.’




  It’s very flattering and unnerving; I stare at him, unsure what to think. ‘It couldn’t have been all about me. You married her; you must have felt things. And you never so much

  as hinted at it, but you could probably have edged me into an affair.’




  ‘I wanted all of you, not a few cheap pickings. I felt such loathing for William in those days, I was blinded by it and obsessed. I could have murdered him.’




  It’s a stark shocking phrase that isn’t a joke and quite frightens me. Julian doesn’t use words loosely. He wants to shake me up, I think; it’s deliberate.

  ‘There’s a quote from La Bruyère,’ he goes on, his face more gentle. ‘“As long as love endures, it lives on itself, and even at times on what might destroy it:

  on caprices, harshnesses, absence, jealousy.”’




  The lines are sobering. I love him quoting poetry and prose; it’s always moving and unexpected. ‘Of course now,’ he smiles and kisses my lips, ‘I rather respect William;

  he showed emotional honesty by leaving.’




  ‘But why her?’ I persist, seeing Marion in my mind’s eye, manageress of a fitness club and also a masseuse. ‘And what did you find to talk about?’ I add

  bitchily.




  ‘Not a lot. She had other talents . . . like choral singing . . .’ He grins and I glare, hating to think of the sex. ‘I wasn’t quite up to celibacy, waiting around for

  you all that time.




  ‘I asked her at the Brearfield fete. William was on the water-pistol stall soaked to the skin and a group of teenage girls were lapping it up, giggling as his shirt became transparent.

  Marion said all that chest-hair did nothing for her, but you were looking on with such a fond indulgent smile. I wanted your eyes. And when you wouldn’t even look at me I felt so bitter and

  violently frustrated I turned and asked if she’d like to get married.’




  ‘What about your own chest-hair, that didn’t worry her at all?’ I ask facetiously.




  ‘It didn’t seem to be an obstacle. It wasn’t a marriage I really expected or wanted to last.’




  ‘But that’s shocking! No one gets married with that attitude. And what about her? You couldn’t have been that cynical and heartless. I don’t believe it. What if

  you’d had children?’




  ‘She couldn’t. Her ovaries didn’t work. She’d told me all about it – something called Turner’s Syndrome. I’m ashamed at having to admit it, but that did

  play a part.’




  ‘And you had no qualms or conscience at all?’ I’m feeling more and more horrified, half wishing I’d never asked about Marion, but flattered too, in an awful way.




  ‘It’s certainly something I’m not proud of, as I said, but I was so obsessively in love with you. I had told Marion it was all a bit of a gamble, a sort of on-the-rebound

  situation . . . She’s fine now – living with a councillor in Brighton. Sends me postcards. She had none of your delicate compelling beauty, but she knew how to make a man feel wanted .

  . .’ That cuts deep; I look down, hurt and bitter.




  ‘What really got to me today,’ he says, drawing me closer, his hand unerringly finding the G spot through my trousers, ‘what got me quite so uptight was thinking you only

  wanted the sex, that it was all about morale-boosting and evening the score. I do really understand you, I know your feelings almost better than you, but just sometimes I lose faith and

  wonder.’




  ‘I should get some food going,’ I mumble, pulling free and standing up abruptly.




  Val had appeared at the end of her lunch hour with no time to stay – although she does overtime as comforter in my hour of need and it might have been part deliberate.

  She had typically brought a little present of some asparagus as well as the steaks I’d asked for.




  I’ve made a lemon tart and the wine, Gruaud-Larose ’89, is perfection. Julian enjoys the meal and we both start to be more relaxed. ‘Will you stay the night?’ I ask him,

  smiling across the table.




  The phone on the far side of the kitchen starts ringing. We both get up. Julian hands it to me and I lean against his chest, loving the feel of him fondling my hair as I answer.




  ‘Hi, Mum! Thought you’d like us to call. We’ve been having such a cool, cool time!’




  ‘Hi, darling.’ Emma’s sounding on such a high and it gets to me, I can’t face a blow-by-blow account of the wedding.




  ‘There were so many famous people,’ she goes on with hardly a breath. ‘I talked to Jeremy thingy on television and the Secretary of State who’s Victoria’s boss.

  He’s got a big domed head, and you’ll never guess! He asked if I went clubbing!!! And then the Prime Minister arrived, Mum, and it was really funny. Tom said it was in the news today

  that the Foreign Secretary’s supposed to be plotting against him and there they were, sort of accidentally standing back to back. It would have looked awful in the papers, Tom said, but

  Victoria somehow put herself between them and manoeuvred the Prime Minister away! She wasn’t in white, Mum, it was a kind of apricoty satin suit – the colour of sunrise, some journalist

  woman said – yuk, yuk! And Dad was so funny in his speech, he—’




  ‘Can I say hi to Jess, now,’ I break in resentfully, wishing Julian wasn’t holding me in his arms and able to hear every word.




  ‘In just a mo, Mum. And Tom’s girlfriend Maudie was there. She’s got these fantastic bright green eyes. Tom got so mad and kept hissing for us to get lost! And there was this

  terrific woman with huuuge boobs who’s a brilliant artist, Tom says, and Victoria’s best friend. She had on a snakeskin suit with a snake’s head zip that curled right up between

  the boobs and she gave Dad the most enormous great kiss and everyone cheered.’




  ‘Give it me, you beast, I want to tell Mum things.’ Jessie’s grabbing the phone, sounding just as overexcited. They should be in bed; it’s nearly ten. ‘Hi, Mum!

  Victoria’s parents have got their dog with them, he’s a liver and white spaniel called Christie, so gorgeous and friendly! Can Nattie come and stay soon? Please say yes! She’s a

  proper stepsister now. I was telling her all about Julian’s shop and how he—’




  ‘He’s here actually. You can say hello.’




  I’m still leaning against his chest, using him as a prop, and hand him up the phone. It was impossible not to react and stiffen, hearing all that guff, which he’s sure to feel. The

  mood had been so good and now I’m winding us up again. All the wedding chat was bad enough, let alone the thought of Victoria’s daughter coming to stay. Does she really have to? Surely

  she’d be bored stiff with girls of eleven and twelve?




  ‘Hello lovely Jess.’ Julian has such a smile in his voice and Jessie’s reply, that I can hear quite clearly, is so elated; it’s making me feel irritably jealous.




  ‘Nattie’s given me a really old Katy book,’ Jessie goes on, ‘and it’s got brilliant illustrations, Julian, they wore full-length skirts and boater hats to

  school!’ There’s a pause. ‘Have you asked Mum yet? Is she OK about it?’




  ‘Not yet. And she might think you’re a bit young, don’t get too excited.’




  ‘But you will ask?’




  I frown at Julian. It’s maddening, not knowing what’s going on. Separating and taking the phone to lecture about bed and say goodnight, I return it to its stand with compressed lips

  before muttering tightly, ‘What was all that about, what’s going on?’




  ‘Jess wants to come and help me in the shop on Saturday mornings; she’s all worked up about it. What do you think?’




  ‘Wouldn’t she just be under your feet? And you’re not always there, I wouldn’t feel comfortable with Roy in charge.’ Julian’s assistant is a bit weird, always

  excavating in his enormous nose, and he has a curious sideways walk like a crab.




  ‘God, nor would I! No, obviously only when I was around and it wasn’t one of William’s weekends. I’d love having her, that’s no problem. She’d be a real asset

  and it would be a positive help, actually. Roy’s been nagging for more time off, he’s got so stuck into entomology, even enrolled on a course at the Science Museum. It’s his big

  new thing in life.’




  We go back to the table. I’m thinking more about the wedding and the new Mrs Osborne than Jessie and the bookshop, but Julian is still pursuing it. ‘She’s so keen! I showed her

  the client base when you left her the other day. It has all their interests, that sort of stuff, and Jess thought of an 1802 book on Nelson’s Battle of the Nile for a guy in Denver. I emailed

  and think he might bite – it’s worth a couple of grand! Fascinating account by a clergyman, Cooper Willyams: such a decisive period . . .’




  I stare, hardly absorbing a word. ‘Good idea. Sure you won’t mind her around?’ His smile makes clear that’s not an issue and I retreat inwards again.




  It’s Marion, getting to me, I think, and Julian talking of losing faith. I do care and I really need him just now. Why fight it, then? It’s all Bill’s fault, his doing, his

  media bun-fight, he’s got me into this mucked-up emotional tangle.




  Julian helps clear up the supper things. We’re both silent. I glance at him, biting my lower lip, and he stares back thoughtfully. ‘I should go and put up the car-top,’ he

  says, looking on quite tenderly. ‘Then I think, perhaps, it might really be best if I went home.’




  I don’t want him going. Does he expect me to start begging him to stay? I turn abruptly away, holding on to the sink, and keep my back to him. ‘Do what you like,’ I mutter.

  Misty senses the tension and gets out of his basket to come to lick my hand.




  ‘I’m staying with the Pearsons this weekend,’ Julian says mildly. ‘I’ll call. It was a wonderful meal.’




  I turn and see him leaving the room. Misty starts to follow, but stops when I make no move, looking back reproachfully at hearing the click of the front door.




  I feel like screaming. Why do I have to plead, why must it be pushed on to me? There’s no sound of the car. He’s not rushing off.




  The security light flashes on as I step outside. At least the press have gone, I think distractedly, Misty’s not barking. Julian has seen to the top and he’s in the car, but

  hasn’t turned on the engine. The driver’s window is down, his blue-shirted elbow sticking out. The Porsche, like a powerful stallion, has a reek of male energy – and Julian has,

  too.




  ‘You could have said goodnight,’ I call rather petulantly.




  ‘So could you.’ He gets out of the car, but stays leaning against it. ‘I know it’s been a hard-to-take day, I do understand, but there was no great love lost, no broken

  hearts. William’s generous; your children have adjusted. I suppose I had a vain hope you might see it as the moment to draw a line and even,’ he pauses, ‘give a little thought to

  us.’




  It’s dark, hard to see his expression. ‘You think I haven’t?’ I call. ‘Impossible not to, considering the way you’ve been acting tonight. On the one hand I

  don’t make you feel wanted enough, on the other you’re convinced all I want is . . .’




  ‘A fuck,’ Julian finishes. ‘And a poodle administering it.’




  I’m being made to feel small and don’t like it. The outside light has gone off too; I can’t see his face. Stepping out makes the light come on again. ‘And, anyway,’

  I grouse, getting up close, ‘what if that was all I wanted? You’ve used people when it suited your purpose, by all recent accounts . . .’




  ‘Ah well, if you just want a tame stud . . . That’s no hardship, you’re no bad fuck as it happens.’




  I don’t trust the look in his eye. Anger, fury, he looks like a schoolmaster holding a cane, but there’s something irritatingly akin to amusement. He sweeps me off my feet then,

  catching me unawares, and with such a tight hold I’m powerless to resist. I can hardly breathe let alone struggle and as much as I kick out, I can’t free my arms to pummel him.

  I’ve lost weight, but I’m still no sylph and quite tall and he’s carrying me with ease. How can he be so fit and strong?




  ‘Put me down, Julian, you, you – stop hauling me round like a log!’




  ‘I have done some lumbering in my time . . .’ He kicks back at the door and it slams shut. ‘Want it upstairs or down?’




  ‘Oh, I get to choose, do I? You’ve just shut Misty out.’




  ‘Misty’s fine.’




  Halfway up the stairs he presses me against the wall, panting. His face is close, his body giving off the hot damp sexual smell of exertion. ‘Hard pounding,’ he grins, ‘I

  should have slung you over the hall table. I was being too kind.’




  ‘Kind – did you say kind?’




  We’re at the top of the stairs. I’m carried into my bedroom and dropped heavily on to the bed. Julian’s hanging over me, pinning my spreadeagled arms, trapping me with his

  weight. Then he’s pulling off my trousers, pushing me back when I try to struggle up. He’s straddling me again, leaning back down on my arms. He’s in a commanding position and his

  eyes have concentrated holding power. I feel tethered.




  His eyes stay trained. Lifting up he unbuckles a thick leather belt and pulls it free of his jeans. I feel a spurt of pure undiluted adrenaline, concentrated fear; my heart’s thumping like

  a fist. ‘You’re planning to beat me with that thing?’ I say, keeping my cool.




  ‘That what you want? It’s not what you asked for.’ He chucks the belt at a chair. ‘I’m only giving you what you asked for. My terms, though: a no-frills fuck. Wham

  bam.’




  ‘Sounds more like rape to me. That’s what a court would believe.’




  He’s unbuttoning his jeans. ‘I wouldn’t be too sure. “She was asking for it, m’ Lud, I was only giving her what she asked for.”’




  He’s driving into me, hard and fast. No kissing and tenderness, no lifting off of the violet sweater, no fondling of breasts. I feel hammered and nailed to the bed. It’s rough,

  painful and raw. It’s a new experience, being a receptacle, an available hole, and I’m fighting tears.




  And then I’m in his arms, his wet face pressed to me, and I’m hugging him. We’re rolling together, clutching and clinging, his kisses are pouring out. I feel loved,

  overwhelmingly so, and there’s no way of holding back tears.




  ‘The judge might side with you,’ Julian says, his fingers trailing my arm.




  ‘No, you’d be all right. They don’t like interfering in domestic scenes.’




  ‘Is that what we are?’ It’s a provocative question that prompts nervous thoughts, but the need to answer is overtaken by some prolonged, very plaintive barking.




  ‘Oh, Christ,’ Julian groans. ‘Sorry Misty!’ I start to sit up but he swings off the bed and hitches and zips his jeans. ‘I’ll go, I’ve got more on

  – but I expect you’d probably rather I went altogether now, anyway.’




  ‘No, don’t. Can’t you stay the night? I want you to.’




  He kisses me and rests his forehead to my face, his eyelashes brushing. ‘As long as you’ll sleep in my arms. I’ll lock up and see to Misty then we can have a bath together. And

  if I can share your toothbrush I’d be living up to those reasonable assumptions you made.’




  





  CHAPTER 3




  ‘Mrs Osborne? It’s Merrill Winslow. I know The Courier has been in touch about doing an interview for us, but I was hoping personally to persuade you. You

  could put your side of the story fairly and in context and it would be of such interest and help to women in similar positions. It’s been far harder for you, of course, with everything so

  centre stage . . .’




  ‘Sorry, I don’t give interviews.’




  ‘We don’t usually, but I’d be happy to let you see the piece in advance?’




  I stand my ground. I’m not baring my soul in print and certainly not for The Courier, Bill’s bitter rival. Deserted wives often do open up, though. Perhaps it helps to feel a

  soothing wash of readers’ sympathy. Might I want to if I didn’t have Julian?




  He wants me to go to stay with his friends, Henry and Lauren Pearson, at their weekend place in Cambridgeshire. I’ve more or less agreed to, next time Bill has the girls.




  Henry was at school with Julian and they were at Cambridge together, too. He’s a barrister and his wife, who’s American, is a food writer and wine buff and often on television.

  According to Julian she’s wonderfully easy company, a brilliant cook, obviously, and very down to earth. He does go on about her.




  It’s late. I should be getting up, not lying here stark naked, being idle as sin. Before leaving, Julian brought me tea then slid back into bed and into me again. Easily, comfortably, with

  my leg slung over his pelvis.




  It felt too good. He’d been obsessed with me all those years, more than I had thought. But now he’s got me and won’t he soon have had me? My eyes are more open, post-Bill.




  And suppose I had been the one to leave? I’d have got a whole lot more flak than Bill did, but none of the hideously demoralizing humiliation. I came so close to it that night of Val and

  Chris’s party, so very nearly changed the course of my whole life.




  The party had been just a summer get-together. Bill had stayed home, bored rigid at the very thought; it was the full suburbia as far as he was concerned. He could have made more of an effort.

  But even then, pre-Victoria, we were as guests in a hotel, sharing a roof and little else.




  Val is such a close friend, but of mine, not Bill’s. She’s not in his sphere. I’d gone to the party feeling less put out, thinking of that, and keenly anticipating seeing

  Julian. Her husband, Chris, is an architect and the house worships at the altar of space. Pale wood floors, a state-of-the-art kitchen, it’s so uncluttered and unlike mine.
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