


Monday 4 September

Rose

I close the door with a little too much force; the slam
reverberates throughout the house. In the instant that
the bang disappears I notice the emptiness. A void.
Silence. I consider shouting ‘Hello’ but I know there is
no one to answer. The blankness shouldn’t be a sur-
prise. This is the third September I have returned to an
empty home after a long summer break and noticed the
all-consuming silence. The calm is partly a relief, partly
heartbreaking. This year the hush is particularly dis-
tressing because I did not have to cajole, bribe, beg or
threaten my boys to get them to surrender their vice-like
grips at the school gate. This year, Sebastian ran into
the playground without so much as a backward glance,
let alone a kiss goodbye, and even Henry (normally the
most openly affectionate twin) was only prepared to
wave at me. From a distance.

Haven’t I done a marvellous job? Excellent. Wonder-
ful. I should be congratulated. I have produced confi-
dent, independent and secure boys. Well done me.

I think I'm going to cry.



I briefly consider pouring myself a glass of whisky.
But dismiss the silly idea because in reality the only
spirit in my cupboard is cooking sherry. I could have
a glass of wine. I think there’s half a bottle of Chablis
in the fridge but I content myself with putting on the
kettle. Strong coffee is the more sensible choice and
I’'m famed for my sensible nature.

The phone rings; its cheerful tring is a Red Cross
parcel. I pick up hastily and gratefully.

‘It’s me.’

Me, in this case, is Connie, one of my best and oldest
friends. She sounds tearful and I remember that it’s her
eldest daughter’s first day at school.

‘How was Fran’s drop-off?’

‘OK,” she mutters; she doesn’t sound convinced.
‘She looked amazing. The uniform is so cute. But. ..

‘But...? I prompt.

‘Is it usual for them to cling to your leg and sob?
I couldn’t pry her off; she was like a tiny monkey. She
kept begging to come home with Flora and me. She
even offered to tidy up her Barbies — that’s unprece-
dented.” Connie is trying to laugh but I'm not fooled.

‘Very usual,” I assure her. ‘Do you fancy a coffee?”’

‘T want vodka, but I’ll settle for coffee. I'll be with
you in five. ’'m just around the corner.’

If I round up, Connie and I have known each other
for nearly twenty years, which is phenomenal and un-
believable. To have known someone that long must
mean I'm a fully fledged adult, and digesting that fact
requires a mountain of sugar, not a teaspoon. We origin-



ally met through my sister, Daisy. Daisy and Connie
went to university together; they were very tight. Connie
and I have only become particularly friendly in the last
five or six years. We both have kids and, sadly, Daisy
doesn’t. I've found that kids pull you towards women
that you would never have considered being friends
with if you didn’t have children in common — it’s one
of the perks of the job. Besides, Connie was very kind
to me when my husband left me for one of our mutual
friends.

The situation was officially ugly.

Connie was a great pal of Lucy, #he mistress, but des-
pite that she’s managed to walk a diplomatic line and
remain friends with both of us. Sometimes, I think I
should have demanded that Connie take a more moral-
istic stance. I should have asked her to spurn her old
buddy and my deceiving ex but I couldn’t risk it. Friends
were thin on the ground at the time and so few people
are prepared to see the world in black and white.
Extremism isn’t fashionable. Not even extremely nice.
People who are extremely nice are mistrusted or taken
advantage of. Believe me, I'm talking from experience.
So, I make do with knowing that Connie is a great
friend to me and I ignore the fact that she’s a great
friend to Lucy as well.

Since Peter left, I've battled with every instinct when
talking to Connie and somehow I've trained myself to
make only casual, polite enquiries about Peter and Lucy.
I do not allow myself the indulgence of ridiculing or
vilifying them, which would embarrass and compromise



her. I limit myself to the type of enquiry one makes
after an old work colleague two people might have in
common — civil, distant, even a little distracted — and
I glean the occasional piece of choice information using
this covert method.

Sometimes, in the early days, I couldn’t help myself;
little bits of pain or grief would eke out however tightly
I tried to guard my feelings — and I’'d mention Peter’s
name. I might have moaned about him or admitted 1
missed him. Yet I did this with the absolute certainty
that I could trust Connie. She’d never, ever repeat to
Lucy anything I say about him. This is a remarkable
tfeat of self-restraint for anyone, but for Connie it’s
a breathtaking tribute to our friendship. Connie isn’t
discreet and it must kill her to keep mum. I’'ve never
allowed myself to reveal my true feelings about Lucy at
all. The thing is I don’t have the vocab — I don’t like
using expletives.

I don’t worry that Lucy talks about me to Connie.
I know that if she does Connie will be loyal and sup-
portive of me, but I can’t imagine the scenario ever
arising. I don’t think I’'ve ever entered Lucy’s conscious-
ness, not even when she was eating Sunday roast at
my house and giving my husband a quick blow-job
in our cloakroom before I served up the pudding and
coffee. She was always too busy giving literal meaning
to the words ‘Let’s take an intercourse break’ to think
about me. I’'m not glamorous enough to rank among
her friends and I’'m not rich enough to be her client.
Therefore, I am beneath her notice.



True to her word, Connie arrives at my house within
moments. I open the door and see that she’s fighting
tears.

‘There is something worse than them clinging to your
leg and begging you not to leave, you know,” I comment.

Connie plonks Flora, her youngest, on the kitchen
floor and sits on a bar stool; she reaches for the biscuit
tin.

‘What’s worse?’

‘Sebastian and Henry literally skipped away from
me this morning. Not so much as a casual endearment
flung my way.’

As I’d hoped, Connie puts aside her own upset and
grins sympathetically. ‘I saw them in the playground,
they did seem really settled. Running around like crazy.
I think it was a good idea to stagger the drop-off on
the first day so it wasn’t too overwhelming for the new
starters.’

“You mean new parents, don’t you?’

“Yes.” She smiles, more relaxed now.

I turn away from Connie and busy myself with
making the coffee so I can ask the next question with
some dignity. ‘Did you see Peter and Lucy drop Auriol
off this morning?’

Because, here’s the thing. In among the several
million crimes against me that my bleep bleep ex-
husband has committed, this one possibly takes the
prize. He and his hussy mistress — oh, OK then, his
wife — have decided to send their child to 7y school.
My schooll Well, of course, when I say my school,



as far as explaining the most efficient way to prepare
and freeze stock when I see her eyes glaze over.

“You know, I always just buy the cubes,’” she com-
ments, as she hugs me goodbye and makes for the door.

I remember the day when there was nothing easier
on this earth than persuading Connie to waste time.
She was the undisputed queen of sloth. Of course, that
was when she was pretending to be a management
consultant. Now she is a photographer and runs her
own business. As yet her photography business isn’t
making her millions but it’s clear that the job satisfaction
she gets from her work is priceless. At least she no
longer resents her husband for enjoying his work as an
architect.

After Connie leaves I wash the breakfast pots and
then clean the house from top to bottom. I congratulate
myself as I manage to dust on top of wardrobes and
vacuum under the beds. I spend over two hours tidying
the boys’ bedroom. It is extraordinary how time flies
when you’re sorting Lego bricks into different colours
and sizes. I do a basket of ironing and put on two loads
of washing. One is drying at the moment. I’ll iron that
tonight while I’'m watching TV. I make a ham quiche
and peel the vegetables for tea.

At 3.15 p.m. I put on a dab of lipgloss and set off
to school. I feel a bit guilty. I should have made more
of an effort with my appearance. Some of the mums
always arrive at the school gate with full make-up and
the latest high-street must-haves. But, then again, they
have men over four feet tall to make an effort for.
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I can’t imagine Sebastian or Henry noticing whether
I’'m wearing the latest fashion statement or an old
tavourite peach M & S T-shirt; one that’s been comfort-
able in my wardrobe for a decade. I’'m more of a slummy
mummy than a yummy mummy.

That said, although it is only a short walk to the
school (literally two minutes) and it’s a sunny after-
noon, I don’tleave the house without finding a cardigan.
The sight of my wobbly, flabby arms is not something
I want to share. I’'m a size sixteen, or eighteen in the
less generous brands. I've been this size since I got
pregnant and this doesn’t bother me at all. Or at least
it doesn’t bother me enough to make me want to do
anything about it. I hate diets, and the only exercise
I enjoy is walking the dog, which I do regularly. I do
this more for the good of my heart than my figure,
though. I’'ve never been skinny. My wedding dress was
a size fourteen and had to be let out a little around the
bust. I suppose the difference is in those days my bust
made men trip over their tongues, while now my boobs
hang so low the only person that’s likely to trip on them
1s me.

It’s a very pleasant afternoon; rather more summer
than autumn because the seasons no longer know
when to change. When I was a girl you were guaranteed
golden leaves underfoot almost the moment you pulled
your school tie out of the wardrobe but it’s not the
same now. Everything is topsy-turvy. I saw crocuses
sprouting in Hyde Park this August. I sometimes think
the whole world is going mad. I hurry along the path
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worrying whether the boys are likely to have lost their
blazers if they’ve taken them off.

As I approach the school gate I see two or three
mums already clustering and my pulse quickens. I like
this time of day. In the mornings, at drop-off, none of
us have time to chat; we’re all a little too harassed. In
the afternoons I get my dose of adult company. I notice
that all the other mums have younger siblings with
them. Some in arms and strollers, others pulling on
skirt hems. My arms feel empty and for a moment
I don’t know what to do with them.

We swap pleasantries; catching up on news about
where people have been on their hols, comparing which
after-school clubs we’ve enrolled our children in this
term and suggesting dates for tea visits.

‘Did you get away this summer, Rose?” asks Lauren
Taylor. A mum of three, her eldest daughter is in the
twins’ year. Her middle one’s in reception and the
youngest is in the stroller.

“Yes. We hired a gize in the South of France with my
sister and her husband.’

‘Oh, I'm so pleased. I was thinking of you and
wondering how you manage over the hols. Six weeks
can be a long time on your own.’

People often assume I am lonely. Even relative
strangers feel compelled to say, ‘It must be very hard
on your own,” cue sympathetic look. Pity is something
I’ve become accustomed to. Accustomed to but not
anaesthetized. It’s meant to make me feel better. It
doesn’t. The exact words may vary marginally; there
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might be a seasonal twist — ‘It must be hard to be on
your own during the holidays/Christmas/your birthday’
— but the sense that they feel sorry for me is the same.
I’'m always stunned by comments such as these. How
can I be considered to be on my own when I have twin
seven-year-old boys, a dog, a rabbit, two goldfish, a
full complement of parents, out-laws (the fond name
I give my ex in-laws), friends, a younger sister, a brother-
in-law, a large rambling garden and a small crumbling
house? All of whom/which depend upon me for
sustenance, maintenance, guidance, a ready supply
of opinions (if only to reject them), walking, weeding,
painting, cleaning, etc.

Although it is worth noting that I haven’t had sex
for over half a decade. This does niggle me from time
to time. I comfort myself that there’s no point in lament-
ing the lack of sex. Even if opportunity knocked, I'm
not sure I was ever any good at it and I’'m pretty con-
vinced that if I was, I wouldn’t be now. I've forgotten
what goes where.

Lauren continues. ‘I was tearing my hair out towards
the end of the summer and counting the minutes Mark
was at the office. The moment he walked through the
door I’d yell at him, “Your turn, I’ve had them all
day.”” Lauren says this without any intention to be rude
or malicious. She’s simply stating what every happily
married mother thinks. ‘I can’t wait until Chrissie starts
nursery school next year. Last one off my hands. The
new nirvana is an empty house.’

‘You shouldn’t wish it away,” I tell her, soutly.
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She looks mildly chastised and I’'m pathetic enough
to feel chuffed by this; it evens the score after her
comment about the certainty of my being lonely. I know
motherhood shouldn’t be a competition but it often
feels as though it is. I do like Lauren a lot, however, so
I resist adding that zy best days are the ones when the
boys are around me; days when they are drowning me
in their noise and mess, because I know she’ll be floored
with guilt.

I feel down as I suddenly realize that today has been
the strain, not the holidays.

‘Maybe you could come over for Sunday lunch one
weekend. It’s no fun having a Sunday alone,” offers
Lauren. And maybe I would have accepted except that
she adds, ‘Not this Sunday though, we have Phil and
Gail Carpenter and their kids coming over. They have
a girl in year one and the boy is in year four. Do you
know them? Anyway it might be better if you come
one weekend when it’s not all couples. I think you’ll be
more comfortable. Maybe when my Mark is working
away? What do you think?’

I think I want to punch her but I smile and lie, ‘T’'m
sorry Lauren. I'm booked up every weekend from now
till Christmas.’

Luckily, at that moment I catch sight of the boys
snaking their way out of the classroom and across the
playground, so I make my excuses and move forward
to collect them.

The boys are mortified that I've picked them up and
point out that they can walk home in minutes and I can
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practically see them from my bedroom window if I
choose. I incense them further because I waste (their
words) precious minutes that could have been spent
watching TV (not if I get my way) by chatting to Mr
Walker, the head. He’s always visible at dropping-off
and picking-up times so that the parents can grab him
for a moment’s gripe or grovelling. He also asks about
our holiday but without the pity Lauren interjected
into the conversation. The boys kick the pavement
throughout the brief interlude and I whisper threats
about confiscating favourite toys unless they are civil.
When we do walk home they insist I trail behind them,
keeping a distance of at least ten paces so their friends
don’t think they are babies. But they ar¢ my babies.

As I mosey behind them I consider my lie to Lauren.
I know it was motivated by pique. My one bugbear
about being single is that married couples never invite
you anywhere. They don’t want to draw attention to
the fact that you are a spare part, not because it embar-
rasses the single person but because it embarrasses the
cosy couples, who on the whole don’t know what to
do with unwanted wives. Where, oh where to put them?

Still, I know Lauren well enough to trust that she
wasn’t trying to be offensive in any way, she’s just
tactless. I sometimes think I live with shackles of tact-
lessness. Great iron chains that I lug around with me.
These chains grow more hefty, awkward and burden-
some as friends, relatives and strangers make uninten-
tionally offensive comments and then I have to live
with the emotional weight of their remarks.
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But then again maybe I'm just touchy. Maybe I
should ring Lauren and tell her that a date has freed up
in November. It would be nice to go somewhere differ-
ent for Sunday lunch. Daisy and Simon come to me
about once a fortnight and Connie and Luke invite me
to theirs reasonably frequently. Luckily, Luke is a far
superior cook to Connie. But they have busy lives of
their own and I can’t impose myself on them all the
time. The boys are often with Peter on a Sunday and
those Sundays are the worst. Relentless. Evil.

Yes, I'll call Lauren.



Monday 4 September

Lucy

I am at my desk by 7.45 am. I check the Dow,
the FTSE and the Nikkei. I linger on the Bloomberg
site to get a measure of what the markets have been
doing overnight. The US Stock-Index Futures are little
changed ahead of rumours that consumer confidence
is down and there’ll be a slowing of personal spending,.
There’s always rumours, most of which are initiated by
traders. The important thing is to be able to effectively,
efficiently and faultlessly separate fact from fiction. I
keep reading and soon find what I’'m hoping to see.
European stocks advanced, led by semiconductor makers, includ-
ing Infineon 1echnologies AG, and Micron Technology Inc. — in
the US — unexpectedly posted a fiscal fourth-quarter profit after
markels closed.

Unexpectedly for some, maybe, but I'd seen it
coming and had taken a punt. I can almost smell my
bonus. I calculate that the pleasantly surprising earnings
from Micron signal good news for tech stocks, there’s
demand out there and the companies could perform
better than the market had previously thought. I
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immediately check my clients’ portfolios and decide
what to sell and what to hold on to.

I feel I'm on rock solid ground in the office. I adore
my job, everything about it. I like numbers and I like
money, which is a good start. But I also relish the fact
that I’'m a bloody excellent trader and I wield enormous
respect among my colleagues; all the more glorious as
it is grudgingly given.

I started as a graduate trainee with Gordon Webster
Handle, one of the City’s most respected and estab-
lished institutions. I soon discovered that respected
and established are euphemisms for ball-breakingly
tough and sexist, but oddly that environment didn’t
intimidate me, I found it challenging. Eight graduates
started together. All, except me, were Oxbridge gradu-
ates. All, except me and one other, were men. The other
woman trader no longer works. She married one of the
few dotcom multi-millionaires who managed to turn
his idea into hard cash just before the dotcom dream
turned into a nightmare. One of the other guys has had
a breakdown and I understand that he spends his time
on a Buddhist retreat in India. The other five are all
still trading, although I’'m the only one still at Gordon
Webster Handle. A couple of them live in NY now,
which by all accounts is amazing — pure adrenalin the
entire time. Sadly, not a rush I’'m ever likely to experi-
ence. A move abroad isn’t an option for me now, as
Peter needs to live near his sons. Still, I like it here.
They appreciate me.

When we used to keep track of such things I regularly
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earned the highest bonus among my original gang of
trainees. A fact none of us has ever got over.

As Jeremy (the self-appointed cocky bastard in the
group) pointed out the first time it happened, “Thing
is, Lucy, it’s unexpected. You might be the best trader
among us but you still have a vag. I thought that alone
would cost you twenty or thirty grand.’

‘It is rare to see a case of best man wins,” I laughed,
‘especially when the best man is a woman.’

Although admittedly things have changed. Since I
had my daughter, Auriol, my bonuses have regularly
been ten to fifteen per cent lower than my /owest bonus
pre-Auriol. It appears 1 was able to hide my gender
until I actually gave birth, then it became impossible,
which is not surprising. However, I clearly remember
the days when our bonuses were announced and I
was the acknowledged hot-shot. Best days of my life.
Up there with meeting Peter, graduating with a first,
getting married and rather more special than the day
I gave birth.

Sorry, but I simply don’t buy into all that crap about
the day you drop the sprog being the best in your life.
It’s a messy, bloody, terrifying and painful day. Even
though I had an elective Caesarean with a mobile
epidural it was still an uncomfortable and undignified
affair. People feed themselves such bullshit. I accept
that the day your kid walks or smiles for the first time
is pretty special, but the day you give birth? Plecease.

I’'m not a mother-earth type. I did not enjoy my
enormous belly, giving up alcohol or the wardrobe
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restrictions of pregnancy. Of course, I did the whole
gestating thing beautifully. I ate very little so as to keep
my weight down, which infuriated my obstetrician, but
I was paying him terrifically so I bought the privilege
of ignoring his advice. Besides, Auriol was a healthy 71b
at birth so what harm? Getting my figure back was very
easy. I have no patience with these women who grumble
that they have no time to drag their lardy asses down
to the gym — I have two words to say to them: ‘Maternity
Nurse’. OK, so they cost, but what better excuse for
returning to work than pleading that all your money is
spent on your child? Am I ranting? How unbecoming.
I sheepishly look around the office and am relieved to
see that my rant has been internal.

I take a few calls, respond to the most urgent e-mails,
those from senior bods and those who are in different
time zones, and then I turn back to the markets. Shares
of chemical makers BASF AG and Bayer AG rose
yesterday, as crude oil fell for the first day in three.
Good, as I’d hoped. The Dow Jones Stoxx 6oo Index
added o.4 per cent to 297.44, with all the benchmark’s
eighteen industry groups gaining, except the Oil & Gas
Index. Just as predicted. I pat myself on the back. I'm
so good at what I do it’s almost possible to forget how
phenomenally risky my work is. Still, if the City is full
of gamblers, I'm the addict who can count cards and
has a photographic memory. I always leave the casino
with pockets full of chips.

At 9.15 a.m. a reminder pops on to my screen draw-
ing me away from my figures. I send Peter an e-mail.
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Auriol will be walking through the school gates right now. | wish
| was there with her. Love you.

In fact I'm not absolutely certain if she started at
quarter to or quarter past nine but Pete will be none
the wiser either. It’s not that I actually needed to be
reminded that my daughter is starting school today;
I just didn’t want to get caught up in something else
and not pause in order to send Pete the e-mail. This
show of thoughtfulness is a good move. I sometimes
get the impression that he thinks I'm not quite up
to scratch with the whole mothering thing. Which is
dreadful. I hate not being up to scratch.

Of course, I love my daughter as much as the next
woman. I worship her. She’s bright, pretty, and largely
well-behaved, except when she is being unimaginably
horrid. I just don’t go in for overly sentimental displays
of affection. Because really that’s all they are, displays.
And I'm not big on self-sacrifice either. Or crusty
noses. Or endlessly retelling the same story. Or answer-
ing non-sequential ‘why” questions. Or sitting in a circle
with other mums singing songs and clapping. Or a
number of things that society seems to insist come with
motherhood.

Not that Pete’s ever actually said that he thinks I'm
lacking maternal instinct. He wouldn’t dare. He knows
he wouldn’t live to regret such a comment. Even if it’s
true, I don’t take criticism well. He did get a little tetchy
last night when he was filling out various administrative
forms for Auriol’s new school — forms about allergies
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and permission to take the children on trips, that sort
of thing. I didn’t know the name of her doctor and so
he threw a mini hissy fit. He flung the pen down on to
the table and said impatiently, ‘For God’s sake, Lucy.’

I responded by slowly looking up from Newsweek and
turning to him, pointing out, “You don’t know the name
of her doctor either.’

‘But you’re her mother.’

‘And you’re her father. I work the same hours you
do, often longer. It’s Eva’s job to know these things,
not mine.’

Wisely, Pete recognized that the conversation was
closed. 'm not a bad mother, I simply have a unique
style.

I'look up from my desk and say loudly, ‘I have to go
to Starbucks. Can I get anyone a coffee? I can’t settle,
my little girl starts school today.’

‘Really? I didn’t know you had any kids,” says my
boss, Ralph.

He just happened to be passing when I made the
offer of coffee. He’s quite new, sent here from the NY
office six weeks ago. I'm still trying to get the measure
of him. Normally it would be utterly crazy to make a
big issue of being a mum in this office (asking for time
off because of kids’ ill-health, or similar, is suicidal),
but Ralph has been a little bit too friendly on the last
couple of occasions that the team has gone for a social
and I think it’s time to remind him that ’'m married
and have a family. This is one of the few times when
being a mummy comes in useful. Marriage or even
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motherhood isn’t usually much of an obstacle to an
affair for most City types, but as my new boss is Ameri-
can he’s a little more traditional and hopefully will
stop touching my arm and waist when he talks to me
now. Of course, there is the risk he’ll stop talking to
me altogether. Most men think women have lobotomies
at the Portland Hospital, not Caesareans.

‘Education is the most important heritage we can
offer. Which school is she going to?” asks Mick, another
trader on my floor. He’s childless, so I can’t imagine
he’s really interested, just programmed to have the last
word.

‘Holland House in Holland Park.’

‘I don’t know that one.’

‘You wouldn’t. It’s state.’

I must be the only trader in history who has opted
to send my kid to a state school. Publicly, I pass this
off as a socially responsible decision. I argue, where
would the state system be if all the middle-class parents,
who care about education, pulled their kids out of the
state schools? Of course those schools would sink down
the league tables. There’s plenty of evidence to back up
this viewpoint, and it has a certain ‘lefty’ cachet that’s
very of the moment and that I rather enjoy. As it
happens, I was educated at one of the best independent
schools for girls in the country and I had hoped Auriol
would be following in my footsteps. The boaters were
adorable and Latin comes in useful when you want to
slap down jumped-up ‘lads’. But Rose put paid to any
designs I had.
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Besides paying for Auriol’s schooling, Pete and I
would happily have funded the twins through indepen-
dent schools but would Rose have it? No, she would
not. It’s my belief that she rather likes to play the single
mum card. She goes out of her way to make it look as
though Pete’s not quite doing his duty, not quite cough-
ing up enough cash, or time, or thought. That’s why
she sold up their family home, even though he’d paid
off the mortgage for her. She searched high and low to
find the smallest residence in Holland Park (although
notably, she didn’t give up Holland Park altogether, did
she?). All that nonsense she spouts about her planning
for a time when she’ll have no income at all, once the
boys are grown, and needing the capital from the house
as a nest-egg, blah blah. My question is why can’t she
just get a job, like everyone else? I'm a mother and
I work. I don’t wait for someone else to dole it out to
me. Oh blast, just thinking about the woman is enough
to bring on a headache.

It was so silly and emotive of her to insist that Pete
and I offering to pay school fees was ‘guilt money’.
Nonsense. He just wants the best for them. I think at
that point in the discussion she said something offensive
about not wanting them to grow up to be pompous,
social-climbing twits as most public schoolboys are. It
doesn’t take a genius to guess who she was having a
pop at when she said that. She said she believed the
children would be just as well educated at the local state
school and added that private education is a waste of
money and only for parents who splash out cash as a
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substitute for time or emotion. Easy for her to say as
she lives in Holland Park; of coutse the state schools
are terrific there. Pete and I lived in Soho at the time,
where education is considered an inconvenient inter-
ruption to a life of crime and vandalism. But somehow
Rose got the upper hand. The way she told it made it
appear virtuous to send your kids to state school and
positively evil to educate independently. I feel so terribly
out of sync. Spending on education used to be con-
sidered wise, a privilege yes, but not a source of shame.
Certainly better than spending on handbags or curtains.
Now the opposite is true.

Of course I couldn’t send Auriol to a private school
while Henry and Sebastian were attending the ‘lovely
little state school, just around the corner’. If I’d done
that I would have played directly into Rose’s hands.
We’d never have heard the last of the disparity between
the children. God, Rose is irritating.

So, we had to move. Somehow Pete persuaded me
that it would be a good idea to move nearer to Rose
and the boys. ‘Much friendlier.” Again I'm not a /a
mode. 1 don’t want to be so very twenty-first-century
about our irregular family. I’'m actually happier with
the role of wicked stepmother; at least one isn’t fet-
tered with annoying expectations. We aren’t one great
big happy family. He divorced her; that shows a cer-
tain amount of dissatisfaction with the relationship,
wouldn’t you agree? I'm quite keen for us to settle
into a state of active dislike bordering on loathsome
anger. I don’t want to be one step away from polygamy,
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which is what staying pally with the ex amounts to.

I’m not exactly sure how it happened; I was dealing
with a big project in Hong Kong and by the time I got
home Pete had made an offer on a house just round
the corner from Rose’s, instructed a conveyancer and
solicitor and all but booked the removal van. Good
God, had the man lost his mind? No, I admit I hadn’t
read his e-mails especially carefully; it was a very busy
time. And yes, when I did check his messages I did find
a series of increasingly frantic notes forwarding details
of the house he’d found us and asking if I was happy
for him to progress with buying it. OK, I confess, I
might have vaguely mumbled that I agreed it would be
sensible for Pete to live near the boys but I hadn’t
meant it.

I take comfort in the fact that the house he chose
for us is enormous. Not quite as enormous as the one
he and Rose used to own, but people forget, we do
have two families to support now. So, once ensconced
in Holland Park, there seemed no reasonable alternative
— the children are all now at the same school. Mr
Walker, the headmaster, was a poppet. He was eating
out of my hand after just one meeting. Auriol leap-
frogged the waiting list, even though strictly speaking
we are a tiny bit outside the catchment area. Nothing
untoward, we just evoked the sibling priority rule.

In fact, Holland Park 7s quite fun. Not so desperately
of the moment as Soho, where I lived as a bachelor
girl, but I’'ve done the late bars, twenty-four-hour shops
and the minimalist home thing — it’s very over. Holland
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Park is unquestionably appropriate for this stage of my
life. You can’t flick your hair without hitting an organic
patisserie or a children’s yoga centre. And it is a total
joy that Connie and Luke are just around the corner in
Notting Hill. Despite my reputation as Ice Queen, even
I admit that there’s nothing sweeter on this earth than
watching Connie’s daughter, Fran, play with Auriol.
Besides, Auriol does adore her big brothers; especially
Sebastian, who looks most like his father — he grew out
of his red-haired stage. Henry still has Rose’s colouring
— summers are a curse for him.

I just hope the school does the job. If not, I'll have
her out of there before the end of the academic year,
but I can’t imagine I'll have much to worry about; after
all, Auriol’s genes are phenomenal — she’ll be straight
As all the way. I wonder if she’ll be Mary or the Angel
Gabriel in the school nativity? Mary doesn’t get to say
much but she is on stage all the time. But the Angel
Gabriel normally has a darling costume. I must give
that some thought and then put my recommendation
to Mr Walker.

Right now I’'d better go and buy those double
espressos.





