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About the Book

When the chips are down, who better to turn to then your oldest friends?


When bored housewife and mother Camilla Stewart impulsively invites her old schoolchums for dinner she hardly imagines that the evening will shatter her comfortable existence.  But Roz Vallender and Loulou Marks are no ordinary guests. Roz, stunning and self-assured, is notorious as a TV presenter and superbitch, whilst the reckless Loulou owns Vampires, the trendiest wine bar in town. Horrified to discover that husband Jack has been playing around, Camilla determines to make some changes. With a little help from her friends she soon finds out that life in the fast lane is a lot more fun and the future still holds plenty of surprises.






For my mum, 
who typed my manuscript and 
correctid my speling




Prologue

Camilla stared at the girl sitting cross-legged on the bed opposite her. ‘But what is subversive behaviour?’ she asked, curiosity mingling with excitement. With those dark eyes, heavy, slanting eyebrows and incredible cheekbones, Roz Vallender exuded an aura of exotic mystery which transcended her sixteen years. Camilla’s mother, no doubt, would have taken one look and pronounced her ‘dangerous to know’. Camilla, however, was instantly enthralled. ‘And why did they expel you?’ she continued breathlessly. ‘What exactly did you do?’

Roz, having in turn studied the plump, eager blonde with whom she would be sharing this large but slightly shabby room, decided that Camilla Avery-Jones would be a push-over. All she had to do in order to maintain the position of superiority she had held at her last school was to start as she meant to go on.

‘Gambling, smoking, drinking,’ she began, ticking them off on her fingers with studied casualness. ‘Organizing a sit-down protest, seducing the history teacher, class non-attendance – that was because I was seducing the history teacher of course . . .’

The other girl gasped, audibly impressed. ‘What was he like?’

Roz smiled. ‘He was a she, actually. No, I’m joking. Strictly men only. But it all added up to subversive behaviour so my mother sent me here instead. Cigarette?’ She tossed the packet of Sobranies towards her new room-mate, who first shook her head then cautiously removed one.

‘So who else shares this room?’ she said, proffering a cigarette lighter and watching the girl’s inexpert attempt at inhalation. She had achieved the upper hand already, she realized with some pride. Easy. So easy when you knew how.

Glancing across at the third bed, Camilla replied with enthusiasm, ‘Oh, you’ll like Loulou, Loulou Marks. Everybody does – she’s terribly funny and nice. Last Friday she ate thirteen Mars bars for a bet and when she complained of stomachache Matron told her that it served her jolly well right. It wasn’t until Saturday morning that they realized she had appendicitis and rushed her to hospital!’

Roz, who was in the process of blowing a string of perfect smoke rings, shuddered momentarily at the mention of the word ‘hospital’. Then she pulled herself together, dismissing the memory and visualizing instead the absent Loulou, whom everybody liked so much. It wasn’t too hard to envisage the kind of person who would eat thirteen Mars bars – she undoubtedly weighed 13 stone, made fun of her size in order to court popularity and earned great favour with the hockey team by using her incredible bulk to defend their goal and flatten anyone who dared approach her.

‘She sounds great fun,’ she remarked dutifully, whilst inwardly reflecting that a female Billy Bunter would be just as easily manipulated as Camilla. Those kind always were. And there was an added bonus too: at least these two tanks wouldn’t be able to borrow her clothes.

Glancing at her watch Roz ground out her cigarette in the upturned biscuit-tin lid beside her, rose from the bed and unsnapped the locks on her trunk. ‘Better unpack, I suppose. Who else is here whom I should know? I’m only the new girl so you’ll have to tell me who’s who at Elm House.’ With an air of  complicity she added, ‘I don’t want to waste time meeting no-hopers, after all.’

Just the right balance, she decided as she stuffed piles of expensive, fastidiously ironed underwear into drawers which were pathetically small. Arrogant, but willing to acknowledge the need for help when necessary. Camilla could provide her with what she needed to know until she formed her own élite circle of friends. Maybe, if this girl was very lucky, she’d be allowed to join it.

By the time they reached the echoing dining hall two hours later Camilla was firmly entrenched in her role as party hostess and took great personal pride in introducing Roz to only the right people. Roz, in turn, watched and listened and said not very much at all as each of the girls was introduced. When she did speak, she was careful to either shock or flatter only as far as it was possible to get away with it.

At midnight, Camilla lay awake gazing restlessly into the darkness. The room smelled different since Roz’s arrival: a mingling of expensive scent, foreign – and distinctly forbidden – cigarettes, Pernod and pot-pourri. And she felt different too, although she couldn’t quite understand in which way. Roz was mysterious, beguiling and had bags of charm, but Camilla couldn’t help feeling vaguely uneasy at the same time because the girl was so incredibly self-possessed it was unnerving. She had, decided Camilla, a take-it-or-leave-it attitude that surrounded her like an aura and so far it had captivated everyone. But although she had told Roz practically her entire life story this evening, she had learnt scarcely anything in return. Except that her full name was Rosemary – which she hated – and that she had been expelled from her last school, and had  seduced her history teacher, if it were true.

And she was so good looking. Camilla, whose own fair colouring and tendency to plumpness were the bane of her life, wished fervently that she could have looked like Roz, that she could have had even a tenth of her self-assurance. But she knew herself well enough to recognize that that would never happen in a million years. Turning over on to her side and settling down to sleep she contented herself instead with the thought that she and the tantalizingly enigmatic Roz would become friends. Maybe even best friends.

Over the course of the next couple of days Camilla could only watch and admire as Roz established herself with mesmerizing thoroughness in her role as leader, managing to make almost every girl feel that she alone was the one with whom Roz most wanted to be.

Camilla, despite having succumbed herself, still harboured suspicions that Roz’s endless stories weren’t always true. They were so bizarre that at least some of them had to have been made up, surely.

‘But I thought you said you’d spent last summer in Milan?’ she queried one evening when they were alone together in their room. ‘That was when you met Claudio.’

‘Three weeks in Milan,’ corrected Roz in her calm voice as she refilled their mugs with wine so dry that Camilla had to struggle not to pull a face with every mouthful. ‘Geneva was afterwards – much more exciting. My mother was having an affair with a Swiss financier, which meant that I could do whatever I liked. I met Sebastian in a restaurant beside Lake Geneva and by the end of the afternoon he’d taught me to water ski. By the end of the night,’ she added with a faint, conspiratorial smile, ‘he’d taught me a lot more.’

I don’t believe you, thought Camilla. At fifteen?

‘What happened?’ she asked aloud, a note of challenge in her voice. Roz, hugging her knees, nodded casually towards the cluttered desk between their beds.

‘I came home, of course, and Sebastian went back to university. He writes to me every week. His letters are in there somewhere – if you promise not to breathe a word to anyone I’ll let you read them.’

And naturally, as if to prove that Roz didn’t need to lie, there  were letters, sixteen in all, and photographs of Roz and Sebastian laughing together at the lakeside. Sebastian, naturally, was blond, tanned and handsome. How could he possibly have been anything less?

The following afternoon, Roz returned to their room between classes to find an intruder rummaging energetically through her chest of drawers.

‘And just what the bloody hell,’ she demanded icily, ‘do you think you’re doing?’

The girl looked up, apparently unconcerned. ‘Me?’ she said with mock surprise. ‘Oh, I’m just a knicker fetishist. These are nice . . . Janet Reger no less!’ Holding up the jade green silk panties, she let out an appreciative whistle. ‘My favourite kind.’

Stalking across the room, Roz snatched the knickers from the girl’s grasp and would have slapped her face if she hadn’t danced rapidly out of the way. Her black eyes glittered as she surveyed her adversary with contempt. The girl was small, slender and undeniably pretty, with rippling silver-blonde hair, huge grey eyes and very white teeth.

‘Now, now,’ she scolded cheerfully. ‘No need to get your Janet Regers in a twist – you’ll only snap the elastic.’

‘Get out,’ said Roz, advancing towards her once more, her jaw rigid with anger. ‘How dare you come in here and go through my things. And let me tell you right now that nobody  speaks to me like—’

‘Forgot my geometry set!’ panted Camilla, bursting pink-faced through the door and cannoning into Roz’s back. Then she let out a squeal of delight and rushed across the room, flinging her arms around the grinning blonde.

‘Lou, I had no idea you were coming back today! This is fantastic!’

Loulou, submitting to Camilla’s enthusiastic embrace, cast a derisive half-smile in Roz’s direction. ‘Well, I’m glad you think so, at least,’ she drawled.

Roz, stunned by the revelation that this beautiful, fragile-looking, sharp-as-glass girl was the missing Loulou Marks, could think of absolutely nothing to say.

Loulou, however, simply laughed.

‘So you’re Rosemary,’ she said, making no effort to move towards her. Turning to Camilla, she went on: ‘Is she always this bloody bad-tempered or is it just that time of the month?’

‘Oh no,’ retaliated Roz coolly, recognizing at once that in Loulou she had found a true adversary. ‘I’m always this bloody bad-tempered, particularly when I find a complete stranger going through my underwear drawer.’

Loulou shrugged, then winked at Camilla who was watching the exchange with unconcealed dismay. Camilla always wanted everyone to be friends; Loulou found it far more entertaining to discover for herself whether the friends were worth having before she made any kind of commitment.

‘I was looking for that copy of Playgirl I bought last month,’ she explained. ‘I thought I’d left it in that drawer.’

‘You could always apologize,’ said Roz tightly.

Tilting her blond head to one side as if giving the matter some consideration, Loulou said, ‘Could I?’

‘Oh go on, Lou.’ Camilla, clenching and unclenching her fingers in agitation, was appalled at the prospect of needless animosity. She hated scenes. ‘Just say “sorry” and then everything will be all right.’

‘OK,’ said Loulou, finally. Holding out her hand, she took a single step in Roz’s direction. ‘I’m sorry I rifled through your knicker drawer. But I’m even more sorry,’ she added with a wicked smile, ‘that I couldn’t find my copy of Playgirl.’

This girl was a real threat. Roz knew that if she didn’t pull out all the stops this time she ran the risk of finding herself flat on her back, unceremoniously kicked off her throne.

‘In that case,’ she replied, her tone softening as she clasped Loulou’s slender hand, ‘I’m sorry too. Everyone calls me Roz, by the way. And I really do hope we can be friends.’

Loulou, straightfaced, said, ‘Oh, I’m quite sure we will be. Rosemary.’




Chapter 1

‘I just want to know. How many lovers do you have?’

Roz turned her head away and gazed across at the amethyst hills beyond the window. Outside the air was white and cold; inside the bed was warm and Nico’s brown body warmer still. His question, whispered with a touch of despair, bothered her slightly for she couldn’t decide whether or not to lie and lying was something she didn’t particularly relish.

‘Wistfulness really doesn’t suit you,’ she told him affectionately and he flung out a tanned arm in exasperation.

‘But I feel wistful, dammit! And I can’t stand it when you won’t answer my questions.’

‘Oh, seventeen then,’ murmured Roz, running light fingers along his spine and sensing their effect. If he persisted now, she would have to tell him the truth and, hopefully, three would sound perfectly sedate by comparison.

‘Tell me,’ he urged, his slanting green eyes reflecting love, only half wanting to know. Roz’s mouth curved into a slow smile.

‘If I didn’t have them, they wouldn’t be lovers,’ she reminded him. ‘And do they really matter, anyway? I’m here with you now, after all. What could be nicer?’

Nico sighed, realizing that the answer to the question he had dreaded asking was slipping away. Roz, as unreachable as ever, was his only as long as he held her in his arms. He just wasn’t used to being treated like this.

‘I want to marry you, you know that,’ he said helplessly.

Roz laughed. ‘Of course you do.’

‘I’m wealthy, I’m so damned good looking that hundreds of girls send me their phone numbers every week, I have a great future and I’m brilliant in bed. Even you have to admit that I’m brilliant in bed.’

Solemnly, Roz nodded. She couldn’t argue with that, and any minute now Nico was about to prove it to her all over again.

‘So why, why won’t you marry me?’ he exclaimed, throwing himself on to his back and staring hopelessly up at the midnight-blue ceiling.

Outside, she glimpsed the mist rolling in like thunder, encircling the hills and the house in which they were cocooned. God, this was hard work. Not that she wanted to hurt Nico, of course, but sometimes she simply couldn’t help it.

‘I just can’t, darling. It wouldn’t be fair.’

‘To me?’ Nico, the superstar, looked shocked and ready to persuade her otherwise.

Roz reached for him, pulling him against her slender body and burying her face against his neck to hide the uncontrollable, affectionate laughter threatening to escape.

‘No, sweetheart. I meant it wouldn’t be fair to me. Make love to me now, Nico. It’s getting foggy outside and you have a long drive home tonight. You mustn’t leave it too late.’

‘Bitch. Why on earth can’t I love a nice girl?’

‘Probably,’ said Roz between kisses, ‘because they’re all so extraordinarily dull.’

An hour later, Nico left. When she had watched the sleek black BMW accelerate away from the house until it was swallowed into the mists, Roz ran a hot bath and wandered back into  the bedroom to choose what she would wear to dinner tonight with Jack.

Jack, Nico and Sebastian. Did having three lovers, wondered Roz idly, make her a tramp? But then they were all so nice and in a way she loved each of them, albeit an unpossessive, distracted form of love.

But it works, she reminded herself. The more distracted I am, the more they think of me. Every time Nico appeared on television he captured the undivided attention of literally millions of women, yet he came to Roz knowing that her own attention was divided.

Jack, married to a woman about whom she knew nothing except that she clung to her husband like a burr, adored Roz because she was uncomplicated and undemanding. She didn’t make things difficult for him and she enjoyed sex.

And Sebastian . . . Well, he was quite different, but the same principle still applied; except that in his case it wasn’t always easy. She had loved him for so many years now, knowing all the time that if she dropped her guard even once he would disappear from her life for ever. Sebastian admired her because she was a career woman, because she worked as hard as he did. He had neither the time nor the patience for a clinging woman and Roz had learnt to accept that. She adored their occasional meetings. To lose them would be to lose a small but vital part of her life. Some of Sebastian was better than none, she reminded herself. And during those long gaps between Sebastian’s visits there were always the others to occupy and amuse her.

In a way she was controlling all their lives and she adored every moment of it. Almost every moment, anyway.

‘One more sound out of either of you and I swear to God I’ll boil you both in oil,’ whispered Camilla under her breath as the beginnings of another argument filtered through to the kitchen from the sitting-room. Out loud she yelled, ‘Shut up!’

‘Didn’t say a word,’ remonstrated Jack, appearing in the kitchen behind her and irritating her beyond belief by dumping a pair of black brogues on the table she had just finished setting for dinner. ‘Can you give these a polish when you’ve got a moment, Mill? I need them tonight and I’m running late already.’

Deeply aware that Jack, in his grey city suit was looking sleek and handsome, and feeling hideous in comparison, Camilla pushed her fingers through hair that badly needed a wash.

‘Clean your own bloody shoes,’ she murmured through her teeth. A bad move; she saw the look of irritation in his eyes. ‘And don’t ever call me Mill again,’ she added, only managing to sound sulky. ‘I’m going to have a bath.’

‘Oh no,’ Jack grabbed her arm as she attempted to slide past him. ‘There’s only enough water for one bath and I’m having it. You can have yours later.’

Tears welled up in Camilla’s eyes and for a moment she remembered when she had always fought them back, purely in order to save her make-up. It had been months now since she’d even worn any so she let them fall – and instantly hated herself for it.

‘You had a shower this morning,’ she argued.

‘And now I’m having a bath,’ insisted Jack, knowing that since he didn’t feel sorry for his wife, he would win. God, she’d been so pretty when he’d married her.

‘For your mistress?’ gasped Camilla recklessly, then held her  breath. There, she’d said it. For weeks it had stuck in her throat like a golf ball and suddenly it had been said, popping out almost of its own accord. All she needed now was the courage to hear Jack’s reply.

‘No, for the window cleaner,’ he said coldly, without a trace of guilt. Damn him, he was an insurance broker, she thought as he released his grip on her arm. He was used to looking people in the eye and lying to them.

‘And I’ll be late for the meeting if I don’t get washed and changed now, so be a good girl and stop behaving like a neurotic housewife. We need this contract if we’re going to have a decent holiday this year.’

Camilla blinked and turned away from his clever, lying eyes, picking up a saucepan of boiled potatoes and tipping them into a colander. But if he really did have a mistress, why would he keep talking about a month in the States, dangling it like a carrot in front of her?

‘Whatever happened to shared baths?’ she said wistfully, and felt Jack’s irritated sigh like a slap in the face – a reaction either to the suggestion or to the nauseating little-girl voice with which it had been made. He hated it when she spoke like that, but she really couldn’t help it.

Awkwardly, he patted her shoulder. ‘Not such a good idea when I’m in a hurry, old thing.’ The lame excuse was a peace offering so that she could pretend their marriage was happy, and Camilla felt the tears burning at the back of her eyelids once more. What was the point of having a beautiful house and a beautiful husband, when all she ever did was feel ugly and cry? She sniffed, and turned away.

‘And don’t call me old thing, either.’

Lying back amidst the silk cushions of the chaise-longue – which sounded romantic but was incredibly uncomfortable unless there were piles of cushions – Roz twisted on to her side and flipped channels on the TV with the remote control. It was pretty uncool, she knew, to watch oneself on television – ‘Oh my dear, I can’t bear to!’ – but she loved it. It was no worse than looking in the mirror and talking to yourself, after all – and it wasn’t as if the interviewer had made mincemeat out of her. She hadn’t had any trouble with him at all.

Roz ran her hand absent-mindedly along the slim curve of her thigh, naked beneath the silk wrap, and watched a commercial for cat food that sent shivers of revulsion along her spine. Cats were fine, but the advert was so appalling that if she’d owned a cat she would be forced to buy some other brand of food, purely on principle.

And she was feeling rather cat-like herself now, she realized, stretching lazily and admiring the smooth brown lines of her arms. Jack, married Jack, would have told his wife by now that he had a business meeting tonight and that she shouldn’t expect him home before midnight. It was only thanks to Roz that he ever returned when he said he would; Jack was always ready to spend the night with her.

Going to bed with a man, she thought, was one thing. Sleeping with him was another matter entirely. Besides, she didn’t want Jack to stop feeling unsure of himself and to start taking his good fortune for granted.

The chat show was starting and Roz put Jack instantly from her mind, a convenient habit she had learnt as a child. The television host showed a lot of teeth and launched into his introductory monologue, pitted with excruciating bons mots  which made Roz shiver out of sympathy. Though why she should  feel sympathetic towards a man who earnt so much, so undeservedly, she couldn’t for the life of her understand.

‘And tonight we have with us the beautiful and talented Roz Vallender,’ he lied, for the programme had been made two days ago. Roz watched herself and smiled with satisfaction.

Camilla, immersed in the programme, watched intently with almost vicarious pride as Roz dealt with the interviewer’s clumsy attempts at flirtation. Roz answered his questions with that famous razor-sharp wit yet at the same time managed to convey the impression that he was clever too, a trick which Camilla remembered she could just as easily reverse.

Fifteen years, she realized. It was almost exactly fifteen years since she had last seen Roz when, at seventeen, they had both left Elm House and had vowed fervently to keep in touch. She had written to Roz once, the letter returning unopened, with ‘Gone away’ scrawled across it and she had never received a single letter or even a postcard. So much for keeping in touch. Roz was my best friend, she thought with a trace of bitterness. And I was Roz’s . . . room-mate.

Well, they’d certainly both changed in fifteen years. Camilla even managed a wry smile at the thought. Here she was in her velour dressing-gown and matching slippers, hugging a mug of tea, glasses perched precariously on her nose, and remembering that she hadn’t plucked her eyebrows for weeks.

And there was Roz, gypsy-eyed and glossy mouthed, in scarlet silk which shimmered each time she spoke. She was as clever and beguiling as ever, of course, and it was a sure bet that she was wearing silk stockings. The memories were coming back now, old jealousies resurfacing as the initial burst of pride faded and sank.

I ought to contact her, thought Camilla. It would amuse her to see me now, how I am. Roz had grown into her looks; always striking, she was now almost breathtakingly beautiful. And her old room-mate? I was pretty, Camilla told herself fiercely. Now I’m simply . . . faded. Almost as if Roz had drawn my looks from me like a vampire and added them to her own.

‘And how’s your love life, Roz?’ the interviewer was saying with what he hoped was an impudent grin.

‘Fine, thanks. How’s yours?’ said Roz, examining her polished fingernails and smiling as the audience erupted with raucous laughter. Camilla glanced at her own nails around the mug, short and unvarnished and flecked with white. A housewife’s hands. Roz had lovers, whilst she was stuck with two children and a husband who said he had a headache whenever she kissed him in bed.

‘And you’re living in Gloucestershire now, I understand.’ The interviewer decided to move on to safer ground and Roz, from the chaise-longue, nodded her approval before listening carefully to her reply. As her television self described the house she glanced around the sitting-room for confirmation. Cotswold stone walls, tapestry curtains, exotic rugs strewn over polished parquet, ‘architectural foliage’ and miraculous concealed lighting. Next week, Homes & Gardens would feature it; the ultimate in country chic and effortless stylishness, and women – it was almost always women – would sigh over the photographs and storm down to John Lewis in search of tapestry curtains of their own. According to the features editor, anyway.

‘. . . so you don’t miss the bright lights of London?’ asked the interviewer with an enormous wink, and Roz saw out of the corner of her eye the headlights of a car drawing nearer, along the narrow lane leading to her house. Plenty of bright lights to  keep me amused on these long winter nights, she thought with a momentary twinge of annoyance because Jack was here earlier than she’d expected him.

‘I’m never bored,’ she told the interviewer smoothly. ‘There’s always something to do, even in the country. Plenty of people have learnt that over the years.’ It was exactly the kind of double entendre the audience loved and they erupted once more, laughing and applauding idiotically as if she had said something original.

The car stopped outside and Roz flipped the remote control once more, switching herself off. As she rose to her feet the doorbell rang twice, as it always did when Jack had his finger on it. This habit of his, she reflected, was just beginning to irritate her; maybe the affair was on the wane, after all.

Dear Roz, Camilla wrote for the third time that evening. It was extraordinarily difficult to know what to say to someone whom you hadn’t seen for fifteen years. The first attempt had sounded like a cross between a fan letter and a very dull diary, but now that the idea had taken root she was determined to re-establish contact. Anything that might liven up her life was worth a try, and she didn’t have the nerve to parachute out of a plane.

Guess who – a voice from the past! This is Camilla (no longer Avery-Jones, I’m now Mrs Stewart) and having just watched you on TV, I thought how nice it would be if we could get together sometime and catch up on all the gossip. What a lot has happened since we left Elm House! (Camilla didn’t mention that most of it had happened to Roz – let her think that she wasn’t the only one with the thrill-a-minute lifestyle.) I’m living in London, so next time you’re in town, why don’t you  give me a ring and perhaps we could meet for lunch. Do get in touch. It would be so nice to see you again.

Camilla hesitated, then signed it ‘Love from Camilla’ and hoped it didn’t sound odd, although ‘Yours sincerely’ would have sounded even odder. And then before she could have second thoughts she stuffed the letter into an envelope and addressed it to Roz c/o ‘The Johnnie Mason Show’ at the BBC. There, she had done it. From now on – as always, thought Camilla with a rueful smile – the ball was in Roz’s court.




Chapter 2

‘Why on earth should Roz Vallender want to get in touch with  you?’ sneered Jack. Camilla fixed her gaze on the television and felt her stomach lurch. She wished now that she hadn’t mentioned it, that she had waited until she had received a reply. It would have been far better if she could have casually announced that she had a lunch date with Roz.

‘We were best friends at school,’ she muttered, and Jack waved away her words with an impatient gesture.

‘Don’t I know it. You’ve told me enough times, for Christ’s sake. And if she’d wanted to stay friends she could have contacted you years ago. You’re only making a fool of yourself.’

Apprehension mingled with annoyance, but for a moment he experienced a rising spiral of excitement, too. Unsure whether he was actually in love with Roz, but definitely infatuated with her nevertheless, the thought of his wife and mistress renewing their old friendship added an irresistible frisson of danger to the situation. Which was, after all, partly the reason for most extra-marital affairs, he acknowledged without guilt. And his affair with Roz was undoubtedly exciting.

‘She was interviewed on “The Johnnie Mason Show” last night,’ Camilla tried to explain. ‘It was a spur of the moment decision. It doesn’t matter, anyway, if I don’t hear from her,’ she added defensively. ‘I just thought it was a good idea at the time.’

What would you say, wondered Jack as he watched his plump  wife take another biscuit from the tin in front of her, if I told you that whilst you were watching Roz on TV last night I was making love to her on her living-room floor?

‘It’s ridiculous,’ he said flatly. ‘You won’t hear from her. Roz Vallender’s wealthy and famous. Why on earth should she want to see you again, now?’

Nico spotted the letter lying beneath Roz’s glass coffee table and read it whilst he waited for her to finish dressing upstairs.

‘Are you going to phone her?’ he said when she appeared in the doorway, shimmering in silk the colour of old gold, a long jacket and short skirt that showed off her slender legs.

‘We went to school together.’ Roz smiled. ‘I ought to reply to her letter really, but . . .’

She gestured helplessly with her hand and Nico frowned. Close to his own family and friends, he was never able to understand why Roz chose to remain so remote from her own. She had mentioned in passing the other week that she hadn’t seen her mother for three years and the knowledge had upset him.

‘Why don’t you want to see her?’ he persisted, risking her annoyance. ‘It would be nice. She only wants to meet you so that you can catch up on each other’s news.’

Roz looked doubtful but not, thankfully, irritated by his insistence.

‘I suppose,’ she said slowly, ‘I’m just not terribly interested in hearing about other people’s lives. If they are more exciting than mine, I’m envious. If they are dull and unhappy, then I’m bored. So there really doesn’t seem to be much point, darling, do you see?’

‘No,’ Nico shrugged. ‘But it’s your affair.’

Roz grinned, picked up her bag and slipped her arm through his. Their table at the restaurant was booked for nine and although she and Nico would be seated immediately whatever time they arrived, she was starving.

Harrods was revving up for Christmas even if no-one else was, thought Camilla, shifting her carrier bag from one hand to the other and surreptitiously rocking back on her heels in order to ease the weight from the balls of her feet. She always felt like this in Harrods. The customers were generally so chic, so flawlessly dressed and made-up that she felt compelled to make an effort herself.

And now, after three hours, she thought unhappily, my high heels are killing me, my face is red and shiny because my coat is too hot and my hair is falling down.

To add insult to injury, the impossibly elegant girl standing a few feet away was looking effortlessly cool and comfortable in black lace trousers and black leather boots. People like that, Camilla decided, people with all-year-round tans, expensive blond hair and twenty-two-inch waists, were always around when you didn’t need them.

Coffee. If she made her way to the coffee bar on the next floor, removed her stifling coat and rested her feet, she would be good for another hour at least. Harrods – or rather its customers – might be intimidating but she so adored spending money there that she couldn’t bear to leave yet, and the pre-Christmas buzz had lifted her spirits immeasurably. It was more fun here, anyway, than staying at home watching Jennifer, the new nanny, amuse her own children more efficiently than she herself ever could.

Everyone who had passed through the perfume hall on the ground floor and had been sprayed had evidently now congregated in the coffee bar on the third floor as Camilla wrenched off her coat and slid into a chair. DKNY mingled with Eternity and she held her breath, regretting being caught in the crossfire but feeling too tired to search for another free seat. She would enjoy her coffee, demolish the fat slice of chocolate cheesecake on the plate before her (cheerio diet, see you tomorrow), and decide whether to splash out on a set of ludicrously expensive violet silk underwear with which to fascinate Jack, or to spend the money on sensible shoes for the children.

‘. . . and you’ll never guess who I’ve just seen in the lingerie department,’ announced a fat woman proudly to her friend with whom she had just met up. They were crammed into seats opposite Camilla’s and had strong Birmingham accents.

‘I think I saw Michael Caine in the food hall,’ the other woman retaliated, and Camilla tried not to smile.

‘Well, I know who I saw,’ said the first with increasing importance. ‘Recognized her straight away, of course, after seeing “The Johnnie Mason Show” last week. You know who I mean, Marion. That dark girl who’s got her own programme on Wednesday nights. Whatever’s she called now? The name’s on the tip of my—’

‘Roz Vallender?’ said Camilla, so astonished that she spoke without thinking, and the fat woman slapped the table with relief.

‘That’s it, of course it is. Couldn’t think of it for the life of me, dear. I just saw her as large as life in the lingerie department,’ she confided. As Camilla blurted out, ‘But I know her . . . We were at school together,’ she felt a sudden surge of adrenaline, excitement mingled with fear, clutch at her stomach.

‘Well, that settles it,’ announced the fat woman, addressing Camilla as if she were a schoolgirl once more. ‘If she’s your friend you must go and see her, say hello. It wasn’t two minutes ago, after all. Jessie and I’ll wait here for you and if you could just ask her for a couple of autographs whilst you’re there, for our grandchildren, of course . . .’

If Roz was there, Camilla decided, she would bump into her accidentally whilst in the process of choosing the violet silk underwear set she had yearned for earlier. She wished now, as she entered the lingerie department and glanced anxiously around, that she hadn’t sent what Jack had so scathingly termed the fan letter. It put her at something of a disadvantage and a chance meeting would have been a much nicer way of re-acquainting herself.

And there – less than ten feet away – was Roz.

Experiencing another jolt almost akin to an electric shock, Camilla stopped and stared for a second at the slight, dark figure she remembered so well from fifteen years ago, even more slender in the flesh than she appeared on television and unfairly elegant in a white T-shirt, tight flared jeans and a scarlet fedora. Then, every hastily laid plan rushing from her head as the sheer pleasure of meeting her old friend again took over, she flung her arms wide and called out: ‘Roz! I can’t believe it . . . how are you?’

In the noisy, chaotic atmosphere of Vampires, Loulou reigned supreme. She often felt that in her business life at least, she had hit the jackpot. The restaurant, which had started life as a wine bar and become almost of its own accord a hugely popular meeting and eating place, was her own. In the kitchen and behind the bars her staff worked like navvies, watched over by  her manager; all she had to do was be there, the decoration on the top of the cake, doing what came naturally. Simply, the more appallingly she treated her customers, the more they loved it.

A beautiful, witty and extremely feminine version of the late Peter Langan. One journalist had described her thus in an upmarket national newspaper some years ago, and trade had doubled practically overnight. Visitors to Vampires were insulted if they weren’t insulted and Loulou, who had been sacked from thirteen office jobs before she was twenty, usually for saying what everyone else longed to but did not dare say, never failed her customers. It was all so easy, so enjoyable and so amazingly profitable that she couldn’t understand why everyone didn’t do it. It hadn’t even been too arduous sleeping for a fortnight with the sleepy-eyed journalist before persuading him to run the feature in his newspaper.

‘Take those terrible things off this instant,’ she said sweetly to a man in his thirties, fixing her gaze upon his green-and-white checked trousers, and amidst the noise at the bar the customers who had heard her command abruptly halted their conversation and turned to stare at the offending item of clothing.

‘Dammit, Lou. Why do you always pick on me?’ protested the man, lighting up a cigarette and preparing to argue. Loulou pulled her ‘What can you do with an idiot’ face and turned to address her other customers.

‘OK, we’ll put it to the vote. You lot don’t look as if you’ve got an ounce of sartorial elegance between you, so I’ll vote. Trousers off. And Tommy, as long as you continue to wear hideous clothes, I’ll tell you to remove them or get out. It’s that simple.’

Having dressed in anticipation of the event, Tommy disposed of his trousers to reveal tanned legs and scarlet boxer shorts with ‘Long Vehicle’ printed across the front. Laughter erupted, several flash guns exploded (for Tommy, son of a viscount, was always newsworthy) and Loulou took the opportunity to announce that if Tommy walked into a wall with an erection he would most certainly break his nose. It wasn’t true, of course, as she herself could testify, but neither Tommy’s wife nor her own present boyfriend would be thrilled to hear it. Besides, no-one came to Vampires for compliments.

‘Don’t do it, darling,’ she called across to a woman entering the bar with a too-trendily dressed younger man. ‘He’s only after you for your money. Never be that desperate . . .’

Busy abusing the woman – pink and white and turning pinker by the second because she knew only too well that the loud accusations were perfectly accurate – Loulou failed to spot the entry of the two women until a long fingernail prodded her spine and she swivelled round on her chair with a shriek of outrage. Then she flung her arms around Roz’s neck and yelled even more loudly, ‘You old tart, what on earth are you doing here? Hallowe’en isn’t until next week, for God’s sake. Ah, and I see you decided to bring your mother along.’ With perfect solemnity she clasped Camilla’s unsuspecting hand and said, ‘So you’re the raddled old trout I’ve heard so much about. Well, we don’t do special prices for pensioners, but since Roz is an old pal I’ll stand you both a drink.’

‘Lou,’ said Roz evenly, enjoying Camilla’s shell-shocked expression, ‘you must remember Camilla Avery-Jones. From Elm House. We met quite by chance in Harrod’s knicker department this afternoon . . .’

And if I’ve had to put up with her I don’t see why you  shouldn’t suffer too, signalled her expression.

‘Of course!’ exclaimed Loulou, gazing with astonishment at Camilla’s flushed face. ‘I do remember you now. But my God,’ she added with deliberate slowness, ‘how you’ve changed.’

But despite the pained look she had given Loulou, Roz was intrigued. Camilla Stewart had mentioned in passing that her husband’s name was Jack, and Roz, whilst acknowledging that his name was a relatively common one, was wondering whether Camilla’s Jack could possibly also be hers.

‘And you haven’t changed at all,’ Camilla was gushing, oblivious to Loulou’s implied insult, as she hoisted herself on to a bar stool. ‘I can scarcely believe it, bumping into Roz like that and now coming to Vampires and seeing you. This is just incredible, you couldn’t possibly understand. I haven’t had such a marvellous day for years!’

And it really had been a marvellous day, she told herself dreamily as she sipped a second glass of the rich, warm Beaujolais and gazed at the two of them, now deep in conversation together. Roz, with her striking dark looks, was simply too glamorous for words and Loulou, with her waist-length rippling blonde hair and innocent eyes, looked like an angel. Between them they were capable of intimidating even the most self-possessed person and Camilla experienced a flush of pride, unselfishly admiring them. She wasn’t in their league – she knew that – but at least she was here, with  them.

And she, at least, had a husband.

That was it, she realized with excitement. All through their schooldays together, Roz and Loulou had collected and carelessly discarded members of the opposite sex and the only experience more embarrassing than being excluded had been  the times when they had offered her their cast-offs. Now at least she was the one with a man of her very own, a handsome one at that, and she longed quite suddenly and fiercely to show him off to her two old schoolfriends.

‘My husband and I are having a dinner party next week,’ she said, reaching over and touching Roz’s arm. ‘Will you come? Both of you? We can’t simply lose touch again after meeting up like this.’

Please, please say ‘yes’ she begged silently, as Roz frowned. It would show Jack too, that she hadn’t made a fool of herself by writing to Roz. He would be impressed, both with his wife and her glamorous schoolfriends, and she would regain some of the self-respect which had been eroding steadily away for years.

‘When?’ asked Roz, stalling for time, and Camilla thought quickly.

‘Monday.’ She guessed it to be the night when they were most likely to be free, and Roz nodded slowly, glancing across at Loulou to gauge her own response. Loulou shrugged, indicating that she was easy.

‘We’d be able to meet your family,’ said Roz, her expression thoughtful. ‘What does your husband do, by the way?’

Camilla smiled happily. ‘He’s a broker, working in the City. Yes, of course he’ll be there. You’ll like him, I’m sure.’

Incredible, thought Roz. It had to be the same Jack Stewart.

‘I’m sure I will,’ she replied, sipping her wine. To herself she added: It rather seems as if I already do.

Jack had phoned thirteen times so far, but Roz had left her answerphone running even when she was at home, only picking up calls once she had established that they weren’t from him. She was still intrigued, but also a little angry with Jack. Always  priding herself upon her honesty, it irritated her to realize that he must have known that she and his wife had been to school together. Why else would he have never even mentioned Camilla’s name? And why did he feel he had to keep it a secret . . . surely he knew Roz well enough to realize that it would hardly make any difference to her? Yes, Jack’s motives were definitely questionable, Roz decided. She might be amoral, but she was never purposely deceitful and she was determined now to find out why Jack had chosen to be so.

At six o’clock Camilla slumped down at the kitchen table. She was exhausted and Jack wasn’t being any help. All day she had been working in the kitchen, preparing an elaborate four-course meal for ten guests, and half an hour ago he had arrived home from work in a foul temper and had promptly disappeared into his study.

So much for thinking that he would be proud of her for arranging tonight’s dinner party and for inviting two such illustrious guests, she thought sadly. Instead he had reacted almost angrily when she had told him and all her happiness had seeped away, leaving her wishing she had never even suggested the bloody party in the first place. If Jack was going to spend the entire evening in a sulk he was hardly likely to impress either Roz or Loulou.

But the food did smell magnificent. In the steamy warmth of the kitchen the scent of the boeuf bourgignon mingled with the comforting aroma of baking potatoes. And the seafood cocktails, lined up on the kitchen table looked so pretty on their lettuce beds that surely no-one would be able to resist them. In the fridge the creamy syllabub was all prepared. On the shelf above it sat the white marble cheeseboard, carefully wrapped in  clingfilm so that the ripe Stilton and Brie wouldn’t taint the delicate flavour of the dessert.

Everything’s ready, thought Camilla. Except me.

Jack, stabbing at the phone for the tenth time that day, realized that he was furious not only with Camilla but also with Roz. She simply had to be playing one of her irritating games with him, having guessed that Camilla was his wife. He had meant no harm by the small deception and now she was clearly angry with him for not letting her in on the secret. By refusing to answer the phone she was making sure, as always, that she had the upper hand. What a bitch she was, leaving him to guess how she would handle the situation.

‘Jack, can I come in? I need a hand with this zip.’ Camilla’s voice followed the tentative tap on the door and he suppressed a fresh surge of irritation, remembering that it was he, after all, who had instructed her always to knock before entering his study. Dropping the phone back on to the hook, he rose to his feet and opened the door, coming face to face with Camilla’s effort to look less like herself, more like Roz. It was, he thought with a jolt of unexpected sympathy, like dressing a puppy up as a lizard. Camilla’s voluptuous figure was naturally suited to pastel colours and lace, but, in her efforts to streamline herself, she had chosen a sharp, ruthlessly tailored dress. Her dark blond hair, which so suited her when it curled loosely to her shoulders, had been scraped back into a chignon which cruelly emphasized the beginnings of a double chin, and the soft blue eye make-up she usually wore – on special occasions only – had been replaced by less flattering shades of poison-ivy green and rust brown.

For a fraction of a second as Camilla turned her back to him to reveal smooth creamy flesh and the unfastened zip, Jack  wondered whether he should tell her that the outfit was a disaster, that she still had time to change into the pale pink wool dress which made her look like a rose. For heaven’s sake, she was even wearing a new, cloying perfume instead of the usual flowery scent he had always associated with her. Roz would know that Camilla was emulating her and would be inwardly laughing all evening. Suddenly Jack didn’t want his wife to be the object of his mistress’s amusement. It was unfair and he felt sickened by the prospect of it. The sense of clandestine excitement had vanished and all he felt now was shame.

‘I much prefer you in your pink dress.’ The words came out more brutally than he had intended and he regretted them instantly, for at least until that moment Camilla had felt  attractive. When he had closed the zip and she turned slowly round to face him there were tears in her eyes.

‘Thank you, Jack,’ she said in a low, trembling voice. ‘You certainly know how to boost a woman’s ego.’

By eight forty-five all the other guests had arrived apart from Roz and Loulou, and Camilla was struggling not to appear concerned. Surely they wouldn’t fail to turn up, without even phoning to let her know? Was the evening that unimportant to them? Oh God, she prayed as she held out a plate of hors-d’oeuvres and watched Margaret Jameson choose the biscuit with the largest prawn on it, please just make them turn up and I promise I’ll never complain about anything else again.

The cow, thought Jack, not knowing whether to be relieved or angry again. She isn’t going to come. She’s chosen to humiliate us and make us look ridiculous in front of our friends. I’ll bloody kill her if she doesn’t turn up, I swear I will . . .

When the doorbell rang Camilla thought for a moment that it was an hallucination. Then she realized that the other guests had stopped talking and that Jack had turned pale, pausing in the act of pouring a drink as if someone had pulled his plug out.

‘Super, just in time,’ she heard herself saying. The incredible confidence with which the words came out both amazed and impressed her. Stuff you, Margaret Jameson, she thought happily, for looking at your watch every three minutes and whispering to your husband out of the corner of your nasty, narrow mouth. My friends are here and they’re going to impress the hell out of you.




Chapter 3

‘Oh well, here we go,’ murmured Roz as Camilla’s silhouette advanced towards them and the front door was flung open.

‘Cami, you look wonderful!’ she said with a quick hug and a smile. ‘I’m so sorry we’re late but I was held up at the television studios and then when I went to meet Lou she was in the middle of a slanging match with a photographer from the Express and I simply had to wait and see who won. Have we held everything up?’

‘Of course not!’ Camilla looked so happy to see them both that Roz almost felt guilty. She hadn’t lied, but neither had she mentioned the fact that they and the photographer had sunk two bottles of champagne in order to celebrate his defeat. ‘Come in and meet everyone – we’ve got time for another drink before we eat. Lou, shall I take your coat?’

Loulou slid out of her studded leather jacket and adjusted the wide neckline of her gold lamé top. In a tight black leather mini skirt, seamed stockings and stiletto heels she looked both incongruous – angel turned tart – and stunningly beautiful. Camilla felt a thrill of triumph just wondering what Margaret Jameson would make of her.

Roz, too, was spectacular in suede jeans and a man’s white dress-shirt, her dark hair slicked back from her face so that her wayward features were enhanced to feline proportions. As Camilla led the way back into the sitting room – the expectant hush told her that their every word had been overheard and  rapaciously stored for retelling at future parties – she felt the sudden crazy urge to fling open the door and announce proudly that the prodigal daughters had returned.

It was going to be all right, Jack decided with considerable relief. Roz, the bitch, was behaving perfectly and had met his eyes without even a flicker of recognition when Camilla had proudly introduced them to each other. And Christ, she looked beautiful tonight. Roz and Loulou were like night and day, one so mysterious and dark and the other so ethereally fair. He couldn’t tell whether Loulou had been briefed on the situation; she, too, greeted him with absolute decorum. He watched for a second as Loulou sucked an ice cube with an unconsciously provocative gesture, then hastily looked away once more as a prickle of sweat caught against his shirt collar. God, if he wasn’t already sleeping with Roz, he could quite easily have been tempted to make a serious play for this gorgeous friend of hers.

‘So you three girls were at school together,’ said Margaret Jameson, who loved to dominate dinner party conversations and who was in her element here, with the famous Roz Vallender at one end of the table and the gossip columnists’ darling, Loulou Marks, at the other. She could hardly wait to name-drop at the next bridge club meeting on Thursday and fully intended to squeeze every last drop of newsworthiness from tonight’s dinner.

Roz smiled bleakly, toying with a mushroom on her fork and Camilla, realizing that Roz wasn’t intending to answer Margaret’s rhetorical question, rushed blindly in.

‘I look so much older than Roz and Lou, I expect,’ she said hurriedly. ‘And they’re both so wonderfully slim, of course, whereas I put on stones when I had the children, although even when we were at school I was much bigger than they were. I  must look ten years older by comparison now . . .’

You’re kidding, thought Jack, and risked the briefest of smiles in Roz’s direction. Roz, to her amazement, felt her stomach curl with disgust at his complicity and dropped her fork to her plate with a crash.

‘Don’t put yourself down, Cami,’ she said in a firm voice. ‘You’ve got a perfectly good figure, and most men prefer a few curves anyway. Don’t you agree, Jack?’ she concluded, fixing him with a distinctly cool gaze.

The super-bitch, he thought to himself, inwardly furious. Well, two could play at that bloody game.

‘Absolutely,’ he replied, smiling at Camilla more persuasively than he had for years. ‘I love my wife just as she is, don’t I darling?’

Flushing with pleasure and embarrassment, Camilla grabbed her wine glass and swallowed the contents. Jack never complimented her on anything any more and to have done so in front of all their guests – even if Roz, bless her, had rather forced the issue – made her feel quite exhilarated.

‘Thank you, darling,’ she said, attempting to sound as casual as if he paid her at least a dozen such compliments every day. ‘More courgettes, anyone?’

As the dinner progressed, Roz and Loulou became more animated, sensing the reason for their invitation and obligingly forming a double-act in order to entertain the other guests and retain Camilla’s credibility among them. Roz was still angry with Jack for some reason she couldn’t clearly define and Loulou had decided quite simply that she didn’t like him. If he thought he was being clever, entertaining both his wife and mistress at the same table and being seen to get away with it, she thought he was merely fatuous – and entirely resistible.  Twice he had turned his smooth seducer’s gaze upon her, confident that she would respond, and twice she had longed to hurl her plate at his handsome head. She was also slightly ashamed of herself. At first when Roz had explained the situation, Loulou had thought it amusing. Now that she was here, however, and able to see how desperately hard Camilla was trying, she was sickened by the deception and her heart went out to Camilla, the most innocent of innocent parties. It was clear that Jack had sapped whatever confidence she had once had, and now he was playing on it with brutal, self-centred satisfaction, entirely for his own amusement. She wouldn’t have minded betting, either, that he was just as selfish in bed.

Oh, no charmer this one, thought Loulou with compassion for Camilla who so obviously worshipped him.

At the same time Camilla wondered if she had ever been happier in her life. Looking around her subtly lit sitting-room, at her guests talking and laughing and so obviously enjoying themselves, she wanted to burst with joy and pride. Her house looked lovely – she was thankful she had rushed out and bought those bronze and cream chrysanthemums at the last minute – and dinner had been a huge success. And since I cooked it, I have been a success too, Camilla realized almost with amazement. Roz had praised her home and admired her ludicrously expensive dress and Loulou had noticed the photographs of the children and had complimented her extravagantly.

‘They’re beautiful, Cami. A pair of absolute stunners – and they look so much like you.’

Really, she thought happily, it had been the most perfect evening.

‘Well, I’m afraid I have a hideously early start tomorrow morning,’ Roz announced at eleven o’clock, and was gratified  to sense the disappointment of the rest of the party. She was the main attraction, after all. As soon as she left, their sparkling moods would begin to disintegrate and they, too, would make guilty excuses to leave.

Rising to her feet and smoothing her hands over her narrow suede-clad hips, she gave Camilla a perfect smile. ‘I’m afraid I’ve had far too much to drink so I’ll abandon the car, but it’s too cold to walk. I have a small apartment in the Barbican,’ she added, catching the look of astonishment on Camilla’s face. Presumably she imagined that Roz was planning a midnight hike down to the Cotswolds. ‘Could I possibly phone for a cab from here?’

‘Oh, that’s silly,’ protested Camilla, ‘Jack can drive you. The Barbican’s only a couple of miles away. It wouldn’t be any trouble, would it darling?’

‘Of course it would be trouble,’ Roz replied evenly, so that only Jack would read the underlying meaning into her words. She smiled at Camilla once more, without even glancing in his direction. ‘He really shouldn’t risk it. Please, I’d be much happier taking a cab.’

Feeling guiltily relieved, because she didn’t feel confident enough to maintain the party unaided, Camilla jumped to her feet.

‘In that case I’ll phone one now. Jack, could you refill some glasses while I’m gone?’

The fern-like study was cool and quiet as she reached for the phone and leant against the edge of Jack’s desk before dialling. More alcohol than she was used to had blurred her senses slightly, but it wasn’t an unpleasant feeling. She struggled for a few seconds to recall the taxi-cab number before remembering that she had phoned them this afternoon in order to catch the  florist. Ordinarily she would have walked, but thanks to her earlier extravagance she now had the number on memory.

Press M, thought Camilla with a giggle, for motor car. M, for marvellous, miraculous dinner party. M for magnificent evening.

‘Hello,’ said a female voice as the telephone was finally answered.

‘Oh, hello, would it be possible to book . . .’ began Camilla, but the female voice on the other end of the line continued without pausing.

‘This is Roz Vallender. I’m not at home at the moment but if you’d like me to call you back,’ said Roz’s silkily persuasive recorded voice, ‘do please leave your name and number after the tone. Thank you.’

Standing silent and unnoticed in the shadowy doorway, Roz saw Camilla’s expression freeze and guessed instantly what had happened. Obscurely, she had almost known that it would and now she experienced a shuddering jolt of remorse.




Chapter 4

Camilla never knew afterwards what made her do it. At the time, however, it had seemed there was simply no other choice. Some part of her mind was telling her: Your life is changing . . . in a couple of minutes you’ll go completely to pieces . . . but in the meantime, just before that starts, do something that will hurt him back.

And although she had always been uncritically adoring of her husband, Camilla knew that humiliation would do the trick far more effectively than tears or recriminations.

As if still frozen in a dream she moved past Roz, murmuring ‘Excuse me’ as if she were a stranger in a lift. Back into the sitting-room and to the dinner guests so unsuspecting. Smiling absently at Loulou who was curled up like a leather-clad kitten on the settee, Camilla crossed to the low coffee table and picked up her wine glass. As she sipped the ice-cold Sancerre she heard the sitting-room door click shut and from the corner of her eye glimpsed Roz’s slender outline.

So she’s wondering what I’m going to do, thought Camilla with a smile. It was rather exciting, in a weird kind of way. She felt detached, as if she were just another onlooker or a member of an audience.

There was Jack, laughing too loudly at one of his own jokes and surreptitiously eyeing Loulou’s stocking-clad legs. He looked so handsome and successful and so very sure of himself that Camilla wondered for a brief moment whether what she  planned to do was fair. Then she remembered afresh that in just a few moments, when this dreamlike numbness wore off, she would have to face up to the worst event of her life.

Replacing her wine glass carefully on the table she clasped her hands around the large, fat white bowl of bronze and cream chrysanthemums and lifted it into her arms. Jack shot her an impatient glance, clearly thinking that she was starting to clear up in the hope that their guests might take the hint and leave.

Put them down, he mouthed at her and Camilla smiled at him for the last time.

‘No,’ she said in a clear, carrying voice. ‘You have them, darling.’ And the contents of the bowl, a sudden bright tidal wave of chrysanthemum petals and feathery leaves and at least three pints of water, flew straight into Jack’s handsome face.

It was the most outrageous gesture she had ever made in her life and it gave her the most gloriously satisfying sensation she had ever known. The stunned expressions on the faces of their guests and the incredibly sudden silence – broken only by the sound of water dripping steadily on to the floor – was sheer perfection. She wanted to laugh aloud at the absurdity of it all.

But at the same time she realized that she was just as likely to burst into tears and that now was the moment to escape.

‘Thank you all for a most memorable evening,’ she announced in a voice that was amazingly calm. ‘And now if you would excuse me, I think I shall leave.’

The frosty pavement glittered beneath the street lamps and to keep her mind occupied Camilla counted each pool of light as she walked. Seven street lamps. No sound other than the rhythmic click of her own high heels as she headed down Marson Road towards the common. There would be no lights  there, only trees, but it seemed as good a place as any to be aiming for.

‘You were terrific, by the way.’ The voice scarcely startled Camilla at all, despite the fact that she hadn’t realized she was being followed. It was Loulou, barefoot and silent, who had chased after her and now she felt tears of gratitude welling up at the thought that someone had cared enough to do so.

‘You’ll freeze,’ said Camilla uncertainly, eyeing the blonde girl’s paper-thin gold top, and Loulou grinned.

‘Well, you certainly won’t. Margaret Jameson’s doing her nut back there because you walked off with her bit of rabbit.’ She touched Camilla’s arm, feeling the softness of the mink fur beneath her hand.

‘Is that why you came after me?’ said Camilla, saddened. ‘To take her coat back?’

Loulou gripped her arm tightly, pulling her to a halt and then impulsively flinging her arms around her. It was like hugging a large, unhappy animal. Camilla’s eyes reminded her of next door’s spaniel and now that she had stopped walking her entire body was beginning to droop with defeat.

‘You idiot, of course not,’ she said gently, trying not to shiver as the freezing night air shot down the back of her shirt. ‘I spoke to Roz. She told me all about it. Your husband got what he deserved and if you hadn’t got there first, Roz probably would have done the same thing herself. She didn’t know, you see.’

Amazed that she was still able to speak so calmly, despite the hot tears trickling down her cheeks, Camilla said, ‘It’s odd. It never occurred to me to take it out on her. Whatever else Jack’s done to me, I’d always thought that at least he was faithful. And now that I know he hasn’t even been that . . . I can’t  cope . . . everything’s spoilt.’ Her voice cracking, rising as she fought for control, she said, ‘Oh, Lou, what on earth am I going to do?’

Loulou considered the problem as rapidly as only a bare-footed, scantily clad female on the verge of hypothermia could. Her shoes she had abandoned in the hallway of Camilla’s house, but she had her handbag with her. Camilla had nothing but a stolen fur coat.

‘Do you want to go back, sweetie?’

‘I can’t. I really, really can’t.’

‘Then that’s settled,’ said Loulou briskly, though her eyes were kind. ‘You must come and stay with me.’




Chapter 5

In the weeks that followed, Camilla came to realize how lucky she was to have been taken in by Loulou, whose irreverent humour and down-to-earth attitudes did far more good than the quiet sympathy and exaggerated concern she might have received from anyone else.

‘I’m giving you a week to be really, really upset in,’ Loulou had cheerfully informed her the morning after the fateful dinner party. ‘And that’s pretty generous because I only ever allow myself four days. So, for the next week you can be as miserable as you like, drink as much as you like and cry buckets. But after that you have to be cheerful again – why waste your precious time grieving over a man who isn’t worth it, after all?’

And while Camilla had obediently taken her old-new friend’s advice, Loulou discovered for the first time what it was like to look after someone else, to be in the position to help them, and she adored every minute of it. Like a well-meaning but hopelessly incompetent nanny, she attempted to cook appetizing meals for Camilla, working on the assumption that since Camilla was overweight, food would bring her the most comfort. And since she refused to order food from her excellent restaurant, feeling that it was mainly the thought that counted and that Camilla would appreciate it more if Loulou did it herself, the meals were so appalling that they were almost funny. Loulou, whose restaurant featured in all the good food guides, was incapable of cooking even a potato.

‘Lovely,’ said Camilla, struggling manfully with burnt cauliflower and a cheese soufflé the consistency of a place mat.

‘If you’re going to get on in life,’ Loulou told her sternly, ‘you really must stop being so polite. This food is hideous, and you know it and I know it, so why don’t we just chuck it in the bin and open an enormous bottle of Chablis instead?’

In that first week, Camilla appreciated afterwards, she had consumed more alcohol than she usually drank in a year. It helped to blur the edges of her grief, to make the future seem not quite so black and best of all it put her to sleep faster than Pentothal. As yet, she had made no plans for the future, concentrating solely instead on the realization that her marriage was over. Other women, she knew, were able to accept their husband’s flings and infidelities but never for a moment did it cross her mind to do the same. Maybe, if it hadn’t been Roz, if Jack had had an affair with some unknown secretary, it might just have been bearable. But it had been Roz, and as a result their marriage was obliterated. Her children, their children . . . she couldn’t even think about them just yet, beyond wondering how Jack would have explained her sudden disappearance from their lives. Though it horrified her to feel so little, she was simply too numb, too wounded at present to do otherwise.

But she had plenty of time in which to allow her tears and jumbled thoughts to come to the surface. For all Loulou’s air of fragility, she worked punishing hours in the wine bar, sometimes fourteen or fifteen hours a day, and although she would pop up to her flat above the premises every couple of hours or so to check on Camilla, fry her an inedible snack or regale her with snippets of the wickedest gossip, Camilla was alone for the vast majority of the time.

‘Come down and join us whenever you want,’ Loulou urged on the fifth day, but Camilla backed off in alarm.

‘I’d be the spectre at the feast,’ she protested. ‘Just listen to them.’ From the flat they could hear a regular hum of music and voices punctuated with screams of laughter. Just the thought of joining them made her shudder.

Loulou pulled a face at her customers, through the living-room floor, then leapt up from her position on the leather sofa and ran over to give Camilla a hug that enveloped her in a cloud of Chanel.

‘I know, I know. Bloody people – how dare they have fun whilst you’re going through hell? But just remember, Cami. At a rough guess I’d estimate that eighty per cent of that crowd downstairs have been through something similar once in their lives. Most of them are divorced, at least once, and even those who are married aren’t necessarily happy. I know it’s no comfort to you at the moment but no-one goes through life without getting hurt. And those that do,’ she added paradoxically, with a dismissive gesture of her slender hands, ‘are such God awful shits that the rest of us wouldn’t want to be like them anyway.’

‘Like Jack,’ said Camilla, shredding an amber rosebud which had unaccountably found its way out of its silver vase and into her restless fingers. Loulou vigorously shook her head.

‘No! OK, he’s a shit, but I’ll bet you he’s as miserable as sin right now. The difference between the two of you is that he deserves it and you don’t, but what you have to do is to come out on top. You’ve got two more days of feeling sorry for yourself, Cami, then it’s time to get going with the old rehab. In a year’s time I guarantee,’ she thumped the coffee table now for emphasis, making their wine glasses shudder, ‘that you’ll be  able to face Jack and feel sorry for the bastard. You’re going to win this one and I’m going to help you do it.’

Loulou had far more faith in her than she did herself, Camilla thought wearily when she was alone once more. Sinking back into the soft leather of the settee she closed her eyes and pictured Jack, imagining what he might be doing at this moment. Saturday afternoon. On the one hand he could be in bed with Roz – her mind instinctively recoiled from the thought – but alternatively he could be sitting alone, as she was, in their living-room regretting his behaviour and wishing he had never met Roz in the first place. Funny, until Loulou had mentioned it just now it had never occurred to her that Jack might be unhappy, as well. She felt her self-esteem rise by a single, hesitant notch and realized to her amazement that she was smiling.

‘You caused it. You do something to help,’ said Loulou, her expression rigid. Roz, unused to criticism from anyone, particularly the woman she regarded as her closest friend, stared back at her in astonishment. A small knot of unease formed in the pit of her stomach.

‘Lou, you know damn well I had no idea that Jack was Camilla’s husband until a couple of weeks ago. It’s not as if I did it on purpose . . . that would have been really tacky. And now I’ve told you I have no intention of seeing him any more. Isn’t that enough? Do I really have to help her, as well?’

‘Of course you really have to help her as well, you selfish bitch,’ yelled Loulou, causing her bar staff to smile and the customers at adjoining tables to nudge each other in anticipation of one of her famous outbursts. ‘She’s lost her husband, her kids and her home. Right now she’s upstairs wearing my last ex-husband’s dressing-gown because none of my clothes fit her and she doesn’t even have any of her own. Camilla has nothing left in the world at this moment. All I’m asking you to do is go to her house, pick up some things and get some money from her old man so that she can start getting herself straightened out. I’ve offered to lend her some cash, but she’s too proud.’

‘You could go yourself,’ Roz pointed out, relieved that Loulou had at least stopped shouting.

‘We’ve got people off sick and this place is a madhouse. I simply can’t take the time off at the moment. It’s your turn to do something decent for a change.’

Loulou was looking grimmer by the second and Roz understood that she was cornered. By Loulou and . . . of all people . . . Camilla.

‘OK, I’ll go this afternoon,’ she conceded, her tone deliberately casual. ‘But I think you should know that I’m not exactly Jack’s favourite mistress at the moment. He called me yesterday and asked me to live with him.’

‘And?’ said Loulou, equally casually.

Roz shrugged and smiled. ‘I told him to go play with the traffic.’




Chapter 6

The moment Loulou emptied the four suitcases of clothes into a heap in the centre of her living-room floor, she realized she’d made a big mistake.

Practically everything Camilla owned was beige with elasticated waists and miles of room for growth. It was all perfectly hideous, she thought faintly; just seeing it in the middle of her precious scarlet and gold living-room made her feel slightly ill.

Camilla, evidently thinking otherwise, gave Loulou an awkward hug. ‘It’s so kind of you to have gone to all this trouble. Having my own clothes . . . it makes everything seem less strange . . .’

I can’t say it, thought Loulou, I mustn’t say a word, I simply  mustn’t, but – oh dear – I can’t help it.

‘I’m sorry, darling, but you can’t possibly wear these clothes,’ she burst out helplessly, her blonde hair flying as she shook her head in despair. ‘They’re too awful . . . depressing . . . most of them, anyway,’ she amended hastily, glimpsing the stricken expression on Camilla’s face. ‘Cami, they really aren’t you.’

‘Of course they’re me,’ protested Camilla. ‘I chose them!’

‘Well, maybe they were you,’ Loulou explained, edging towards the heap which reminded her so much of a dead elephant and pulling from it a grey knitted dress with a high frilly collar and fluted sleeves. ‘But they aren’t any more. Just look at this, Cami. It’s hideous. It won’t do anything for anyone, least of all the person wearing it.’

Camilla looked at it, drooping sadly from Loulou’s fingers, then transferred her attention to Loulou’s pencil-slim figure tightly encased from neck to knees in crimson velvet.

‘If I had a figure like you I might be able to get away with it,’ she struggled to explain. ‘If I wore an outfit like yours I’d look like a haemorrhage.’

Loulou laughed and tossed the dress behind the settee. ‘So you try and camouflage yourself instead. Don’t worry, darling, after a couple more weeks living on the food I cook for you, you will have a figure like mine. But in the meantime we’ll go shopping and buy you a few replacements for all this. It all has to go, Cami. I’m going to get you noticed in future. And,’ she added sternly, seeing the woebegone expression on Camilla’s face, ‘I’m going to make sure you enjoy being noticed!’

Roz’s conscience was bothering her. And the mere fact that it was bothering her only served to alarm her all the more, since much of her life and almost her entire career had flourished simply because she didn’t allow her conscience to get in the way of anything at all.

Since leaving the traumatic years of her adolescence behind her, she had managed to build herself an entirely satisfactory life. Her dazzling career in television had almost been too easily achieved. It had begun as a bet by a friend who had challenged Roz to sleep with a producer they had met at a particularly drunken party. The producer, proud of his reputation as a stud, had been so humiliated by his disastrous performance – blighted by at least a dozen tumblers of rum punch – and so grateful for Roz’s patient understanding that he had promptly offered her a job as his assistant. And from the moment that Roz had first stepped into the TV studios with their aura of  chaotic glamour and barely controlled tension, she had known that this was exactly what she wanted to do with her life.

From then on her natural drive asserted itself. Friendships were forged and lost, useful lovers came and went, and she quickly learnt that clever ideas could be borrowed, adapted and relaunched as her own. It wasn’t dishonest because everyone else was doing it too; Roz simply ensured that she was heard and taken notice of with greater efficiency than anyone else. And it had culminated, in just six years, with the glittering prize of her very own chat show, ‘Memories’.

Her personal life had been equally ruthlessly planned, and she had always taken care to ensure that her career remained entirely separate from her private social life. The lovers from those two worlds were strictly segregated, her diaries a miracle of modern planning.

The idea of marriage was anathema to Roz, a silly game she neither wanted nor needed to play. Other women’s husbands were fair game, but the thought of getting one of her own quite simply chilled her. Before you knew it he’d be demanding to know where you’d been the night before and searching your pockets for clues.

No, lovers were far more sensible and understanding, and until now she’d always been lucky.

Nico, it went without saying, was divine. Her horoscope had warned her that she was in for a spectacular weekend and it had been even better than that. Meeting him at one of Loulou’s famously debauched parties and spending the next three days in bed with him had been a coup by anybody’s standards.

After that her very lack of interest had bound him to her and now, over a year later, the affair was still going strong. As long as Nico continued to propose marriage to her and as long as she  refused to accept, there was no reason why anything should happen to spoil it . . .

Darling Sebastian on the other hand . . . Roz’s lips curved into a smile at the thought of him. Sebastian would never dream of asking her to marry him, yet their long-standing affair meant more to her than almost anything else in her life. What could be more romantic, after all, than a relationship forged over fifteen years ago and maintained between two countries for such an amazing length of time. Sebastian took pride in her career successes, whilst spiralling equally dramatically up the banking ladder in Zurich. They were a couple of achievers, he was fond of telling her, who had their lives under perfect control and knew how to keep them that way. The brevity of her flying visits to Zurich and his own occasional weekends in England when he could manage to juggle his schedule were exactly what they both needed to keep their relationship exciting and alive. And if Roz ever felt that maybe their time together needn’t be quite so ruthlessly rationed she made sure she kept those thoughts to herself. She and Sebastian were two of a very particular kind and she wasn’t going to do anything which might risk frightening him off.

No, Sebastian and Nico were perfect, just as they were. Jack had been fairly perfect, too. Until he had gone and spoilt everything, of course, by reminding her that somewhere, deep down, she did still possess the tattered remains of a conscience.

‘Talk to me, Nico,’ said Roz with a hint of impatience. ‘I don’t always just want sex, you know.’

‘You surprise me,’ Nico grinned, sliding his hand slowly up her thigh and experiencing the usual thrill when he reached the top of her sheer silk stocking and the even silkier texture of  warm, bare skin. Stockings and suspenders never failed to turn him on, even if his hand seemed to be having quite the opposite effect upon Roz this evening.

‘Sometimes,’ she continued crossly, removing the offending hand as if it were a dead animal, ‘I’d prefer it if you treated me as a friend instead of a lover.’

Nico responded with a wink. ‘Can’t we be both?’

Glaring at him, Roz snapped back: ‘Can’t you be serious?’ God, he was purposely trying to irritate her and tonight of all nights she could do without it, she thought with rising frustration. Sebastian would have taken her seriously, would have realized that she wasn’t in the mood for jokes – if he weren’t in bloody Zurich. Jack was out of the window now, so Nico was all she had left. She really needed another man, she decided, closing her eyes and falling back against the chaise-longue.

Nico rose to his feet, crossed to the drinks cabinet and poured himself a large Scotch.

‘So tell me what’s on your mind,’ he said eventually, still with his back to Roz. ‘It is man trouble, I take it?’ It cheered him somewhat to discover that the thought of Roz with another man no longer lacerated him with jealousy. After thirteen months, maybe he was beginning to grow out of the obsession which had at first gripped him so fiercely that he hadn’t been able to control his feelings towards her. Falling in love – or lust – with a bitch wasn’t exactly conducive to happiness. He’d already realized that, to his great cost. But as Loulou had said when he’d last met her at Vampires, nice people were so unutterably boring the only way to last an evening in their company was to either get drunk or fall asleep. And no-one had ever fallen asleep when they were talking to Roz.

‘It’s woman trouble, actually,’ she said now, kicking off her  high heels and swinging her legs up on to the chaise. ‘Makes a change, I suppose. And no, I’m not turning into a dyke,’ she added, displaying the first flicker of humour since his arrival at the cottage that evening. ‘You remember that letter I received from someone I was at school with? She wanted to meet me for a drink.’

Nico nodded, returning to sit beside her and carefully not registering any surprise when Roz curled up against him, kittenlike and seeking comfort. Her dark head nestled against his shoulder and he placed his free arm around her, enjoying the unexpected, friendly intimacy and breathing in the clean scent of her freshly washed hair.

‘You didn’t want to see her,’ he remembered, ‘and I couldn’t understand why. Presumably you did, though.’

‘We bumped into each other quite by accident in Harrods and she invited me to a dinner party. Loulou as well. I still didn’t really want to go – I suppose you’d made me feel vaguely guilty.’

Roz, he reflected, was a man’s woman, instinctively mistrusting her own sex because she expected them to behave as she herself did. It was odd, Nico felt, that in fact the only female friend she did have was Loulou, who was so very attractive and who by any standards could be regarded as a threat or a rival. Women like Roz, in his experience, almost invariably had plain or unattractive friends who could never hope to compete with them.

‘What was she like?’ He was beginning to enjoy playing the role of amateur psychiatrist. ‘Gorgeous?’ Had she somehow managed to make Roz feel inadequate, he wondered, amusement mingling with disbelief.

‘God, no!’ she almost laughed aloud at the idea. ‘Camilla’s  turned into every teenager’s nightmare of what it could be like to hit thirty. She looks like the before pictures in those before-and-after-I-lost-a-hundredweight adverts. She’s got two children, no dress sense and she looks so pathetically eager to please all the time – like an optimistic rabbit – that I just want to throw something heavy at her . . .’ Roz’s voice trailed off as she remembered how Camilla had thrown that enormous bowl of chrysanthemums over Jack. She had been amazed at the time that Camilla had had the imagination to pull off such a magnificent stunt. Privately, she had been betting on a torrent of tears and a rapid retreat to a locked room.

‘So why is she woman-trouble?’ persisted Nico, offering her his glass of Scotch and noticing as Roz reached out to take it that several fingernails showed distinct signs of having been bitten. That worried him more than anything else – Boadicea was more likely to bite her nails than ice-cool, perfectly groomed Roz.

‘Because I’ve been . . . seeing,’ she chose her words carefully, ‘her husband.’

The ormolu clock above the fireplace carried on ticking as if nothing had happened and Nico stared at it, willing himself to feel similarly unconcerned. He was an Italian, but he had been trying for months to overcome – or at least hide – his innate Italian jealousy. And it wasn’t as if he hadn’t realized, he told himself carefully, that Roz was seeing other men beside himself. It just wasn’t particularly pleasing to be told about them, even if he had practically dragged the truth out of her tonight.

‘You mean you’ve been having an affair with him,’ he said, needing to hear it confirmed absolutely. Christ, he thought, I must be a bloody masochist.

‘Yes.’

‘Do you love him?’

Roz shook her head, then raised herself away from him to meet his gaze. Nico’s slanting green eyes were filled with pain and such desolate sadness that she wished she hadn’t told him. He was the last person in the world she wanted to hurt, but the need to talk – her own selfish need to share her problems – had overwhelmed her like a great tidal wave, and she had been unable to stop herself. Now she wished she hadn’t said it. It was just one more piece of evidence proving that she was a total bitch.

‘So you’ve been having an affair with this married guy, but you don’t love him,’ continued Nico, his voice an expressionless drawl. Do you love me, he longed to say, but you could only take masochism so far in one evening. Roz didn’t lie and he couldn’t cope with her devastating truthfulness at this moment.

Please, please don’t ask me, prayed Roz silently at the same time, her fingers tightening on his arm. She knew Nico well enough to know exactly what was going through his mind.

‘So what’s the problem – he doesn’t want to see you any more? I can understand that, of course,’ said Nico, attempting to inject some humour into the conversation. ‘An ugly, dried-up old spinster like you.’

Roz smiled bleakly, grateful for the feeble joke but realizing at the same time that she was in danger of bursting into tears. Kindness was a far more effective method of making her cry than arguments and recriminations.

‘He wants to marry me.’

I want to marry you, thought Nico. Aloud he said: ‘Doesn’t he have a minor obstacle in his path at the moment – like his wife?’

‘Would you be an angel and pour us both another drink?’ said Roz resignedly. ‘I think I’d better tell you exactly what happened at Camilla’s disastrous dinner party.’
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