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  Chapter One


  So, what do you do? he said.


  Im a . . . scriptwriter, I said. That was my first lie.


  He raised his eyebrows. What sort of stuff do you write?


  I tried to sound modest. TV dramas mostly. The odd film. I gave a tiny shrug and dipped my head, trying to imply that this was not a big deal.


  He leaned in a fraction closer, close enough for me to smell him. Really? Nice one. He smelled expensive. He looked impressed. He seemed to think it was a big deal.


  Rather a shame that it was all lies. I didnt quite know where they were coming from. It was as if someone else was speaking to him, not me. Five minutes later, and Id been
  nominated for a BAFTA, had an office in Soho and was thinking of setting up my own production company. Well, I figured I might as well enjoy myself  and I was hardly going to tell him the
  truth. That would have sent him packing within seconds.


  I wasnt lying for any sinister reason. Id been minding my own business, wondering if my trousers looked as tight as they felt, while I waited for Becca to come back from the bar with our drinks. Then hed appeared beside me, sliding along the
  couch, one arm slung over the back of it. Jack. A pretty boy in a loud shirt. Young and cocky and definitely, oh, transparently, on the pull, but hed been so charming and funny and
  . . . OK, then, hed been so damn good-looking, I couldnt resist playing along with it, trying on a new persona to see how it fitted. And for ten minutes, it fitted wonderfully. I even
  convinced myself.


  Then my phone bleeped. A message.


  I glanced at it covertly. NATHAN HUNGRY, it said. The two words were enough to make me break off right in the middle of my Hollywood story. Nathan
  hungry? Already? Oh God.


  Dont . . . dont go and LEAK now, I told myself fiercely. I could feel that familiar tingle starting at the very thought. Please dont start leaking here in
  public, not when Im wearing my best dry-clean-only Kenzo top . . .


  Sorry, I said to Jack. I pulled a rueful, shit-happens face. Gotta make a call. Im meeting someone else for a drink and they seem to be early. It was the most
  truthful thing Id said all night.


  Oh, he replied. He looked up at me through lashes so sooty and thick they should rightfully have been on a woman. Can I take your number, then?


  Tell you what, I said, Ill take yours.


  We shook hands. Nice talking to you, Sadie, he smiled. His hand felt cool and firm. Long fingers. No rings.


  Nice talking to you, Jack, I said. I meant it. I hadnt felt so creative for weeks.


  I dialled home as soon as hed made the return swagger to his mates, who promptly started slapping him on the back and making simian whooping noises. Alex, its me, I
  said. I kept my voice low; Jack had obviously made some comment or other about me as his whole posse were straining their designer shirt collars, leaning over for a good look. Is everything
  all right? Hes not due a feed in ages. Are you sure hes hungry?


  Hes been bawling his head off, Sade. Ive checked his nappy and thats OK, and hes not too hot or too cold or anything . . .


  Hes probably tired. Or windy. He cant be that hungry, I fed him just before I came out. I could hear a wail down the receiver behind Alexs words. My boy. How
  could I have abandoned him? I felt like running out of the bar there and then in my best strappy heels, sod the stupid night out.


  Before I could move, though, Becca walked into my line of vision and plonked two tall glasses on the table in front of me. The ice clinked, and my mouth felt dry.


  Hes just tired, I repeated into the phone, more forcefully this time. I couldnt take my eyes off the gin swirling languidly through the tonic. It looked so
  wonderfully viscous, so wonderfully . . . alcoholic. He didnt sleep much today. Why dont you try putting him in the sling and walking him about? Please, Alex.
  Wed only just got here and I was about to be magicked back to Motherhood Central before Id even had a chance to lift my drink. Maybe it was a punishment for all those lies.


  All right, he said. He didnt sound convinced.


  And if that doesnt work, theres some breastmilk in the fridge, I said. I looked around to see Becca looking grossed-out, and a couple on the next table with
  do-you-have-to? faces. I turned away hurriedly. Youll need to sterilize a bottle, remember, and . . .


  All right, all right, Alex said.


  The wailing started up again and I squeezed my eyes shut. This was a mistake. I shouldnt have come.


  Becca grabbed the phone. Shell call you back in ten minutes, OK? Bye now.


  I took a thankful swig of my drink. The ice cubes rattled down to butt my lips, and tonic bubbles popped on my tongue. The alcohol sank into me deliciously. I imagined it swirling through my
  bloodstream in the same languid way.


  Thanks, Bec, I said.


  She was staring at me, brown eyes scrunching up into a frown. Sade . . . I think youre . . . I think somethings happening, she said. She gestured to my top.
  Whats that?


  I glanced down to see a telltale wet patch on my chest as the milk seeped sweetly out of me. Oh, Christ, I moaned, trying and failing to cover it up with my arm. Oh,
  bollocks!


  The cab sped through the dark city, and I leaned my hot cheek against the window.


  Dont worry, Becca said, giving my arm a squeeze. We can try again next Saturday.


  Were going to dinner with Alexs sodding boss next Saturday, I reminded her. I grimaced. Mine and Alexs first night out together since Nathan had been born five
  months ago  and it wasnt going to be quite the romantic get-away Id been hoping for. We could hardly start holding hands and snogging drunkenly over the table at his new
  bosss dinner party. Not unless I was planning to completely ruin Alexs career anyway.


  Sometime in the week, then, she said. Look, its not a big deal. Honestly. If youve gotta go, youve gotta go.


  I returned the squeeze. Cheers, Bec. I sighed. Im sorry  Im sure theres nothing wrong, but


  I know. I know! Its all right, you dont have to say it.


  People were spilling out of bars and restaurants, loitering in clusters on the pavement, heads tipped back in laughter under the flashing neon signs. They had all the time in the world to hang
  around. Maybe theyd go on to a club now or over to someones house for a smoke. They could stay out until the first pink blush of dawn, if they fancied it, then lounge in bed all the
  next day, read the Sunday papers with their feet on the sofa, doze in front of the EastEnders omnibus. Bacon, eggs, fags, coffee, hangover. Such enviable freedom. Such a different
  world.


  Theres Pete! Becca said suddenly, banging on the car window and waving like a maniac. And Zoe! She leaned forward. Could you stop here a second, please,
  mate?


  As the cab pulled in to the roadside, she turned to me. Mind if I jump out? I havent seen them for ages, she asked. Then she paused. Or  do you fancy joining
  us?


  I shook my head. Duty calls, I said after just a tiny hesitation. Have a good one.


  I watched out of the window as she went. She turned and waved, her long dark hair tumbling over her pale suede jacket, and then she was gone, linking arms with Zoe, swallowed up by the
  crowd.


  As the cab roared away towards Battersea Bridge and home, I lurched on the slippery vinyl back seat and had the sensation that I was being pulled in half. Part of me wanted to yell to the
  driver, Stop! Ive changed my mind! Pete and the others would be going clubbing probably or to someones house party and there would be loads of speed and E around. It had been so long,
  God, just SO long since Id done anything like that, what with pregnancy and motherhood and all the zombifying tiredness . . .


  NATHAN HUNGRY, I remembered. And the very thought of his frantic wailing face was enough to kill stone dead in an instant any ideas about going out
  clubbing. So that was that.


  Sorry, I gabbled to Alex when I got back, and Nathan was still scarlet-faced with sobs. Alex was jiggling him around as best he could, but every jiggle just seemed to shake another
  cry from our sons unhappy red mouth. I reached over and took him, and his breath gasped out into my shoulder at once, in hot, tearful relief.


  Here I am, sweetheart, I whispered, hurriedly undoing my top and letting his mouth fasten upon me. Mummys home.


  My night out had vanished into the ether. Already, the feeling of being in the bar, the squishy couch beneath my legs, the smell of smoke and perfume and beer  already, it seemed like
  fragments of a dream I was struggling to remember. It was slipping further and further away by the second.


  Nathan sucked hard and frantically for a few moments, then his body relaxed against mine in limp exhaustion, and his breathing slowed. His eyes shut dreamily and his face softened in the ecstasy
  of warm milk. My boy. My ever-ravenous boy. I stroked his cheek, held him tight to me.


  He just wanted you, Alex was saying again, shrugging his shoulders in a What was I supposed to do? gesture. He went mad when I tried the bottle. It was like
  Id offended him. He just


  Its OK, I said, not looking up. Dont worry about it.


  Like a well-oiled machine, Alexs hands moved for the remote, his beer and todays paper at my words. Permission to relax again, sir! He sat down and opened the newspaper
  with a flourish.


  As I leaned back carefully on the sofa, Nathan still attached, I felt the rustle of paper in my pocket. Then I remembered. Jacks phone number. Jack! He had been nice-looking, hadnt
  he, with his dark lashes and laughing mouth? Hed liked me, too. Well, hed liked the BAFTA-nominated scriptwriter, anyway. Probably would have run a mile in those expensive leather
  shoes of his if hed known the truth.


  I tried not to smirk too obviously at the novelty of having been chatted up. It had been a long time since anybody had given me so much as a first look, let alone a second one. Not that
  I was wanting second looks, you understand, I was a million miles from those out-on-the-pull days but . . . Well, you know. Nice to be noticed, wasnt it? Looked at as somebody to
  desire again, rather than looked straight through as one more child-bearing mothering machine behind a buggy. And it was dead flattering that somebody as good-looking as Jack had seen something
  else there, some last vestige of sex-kittenness inside me. Well, hopefully, anyway. Of course, maybe he had just been on the lash, and desperate.


  Nathan opened his eyes and blinked, his curled pink fists resting contentedly on me. My deliciously chubby boy with his dimples and solemn blue gaze. I ran a finger down the side of his face and
  felt a twist of guilt at the sight of a tear still clinging to his eyelashes.


  The washing machine chuntered in the background. The tellys drone was interspersed with periodic bursts of moronic-sounding canned laughter. Alex poured me a glass of red wine and flicked
  through the newspaper. Everything  and everyone  was in their place.


  I reached out a hand to him across the chasm of sofa between us and he took my fingers, stroked them absentmindedly as he frowned at the sports pages.


  Then he looked up. Sorry, he said.


  What for?


  For wrecking your night out. For dragging you home.


  I heaved our son up to my shoulder and patted his pyjamad back gently. He had fallen asleep and his breath sighed out, sweet and milky against my face. Its all right,
  I said, trying to ignore the flash of resentment Id felt. I could do it again another night, after all, couldnt I? Honestly. Becca was cool about it. She saw Pete and Zoe on
  the way back, so she went off with them instead.


  Alex looked faraway for a moment, and I knew that, like me, he was wondering which club they were all at, imagining thudding bass-lines, amphetamine-fuelled dancing, sweat and shouting and bare
  flesh.


  He rolled his eyes. Its great having kids, isnt it?


  Oh yeah, I agreed. Who needs a social life, anyway?


  Exactly, he said, reaching over to grab the remote and flip channels. Especially when Match of the Day is about to start.


  I put our full-bellied, slumbering son back in his cot and watched him for a couple of minutes as he lay there breathing in the half-darkness. Then I tiptoed into Mollys bedroom and
  tucked her duvet around her. She was cuddling her Fizz doll in her sleep, and smiling, her hair a mass of blonde fluff on the pillow.


  My beautiful children. I was grateful, really, of course I was. I wouldnt have swapped them for the wildest social life in the world. It just seemed a shame that one life had to end so
  abruptly when another began.


  I didnt mind the sacrifice of endless nights in front of the telly so much but I worried that Alex did. Hed been the uber-party animal in the pre-kids days, always getting invites
  for the hottest nights out, scoring the best drugs, suffering the worst Sunday come-downs. When we first started seeing each other, I had felt swept along by his energy and stamina, his passion for
  life, love, everything.


  Those days seemed long gone. In my most miserable, sleep-tortured moments, I couldnt help wondering if he was secretly longing to escape the domestic confines of parenthood, and abandon
  us for some dark-eyed, lithe-limbed lovely in a sweaty nightclub, where life was easy and everyone was dancing.


  I went downstairs again, suddenly anxious to know if this was indeed what he was feeling, but he was snoring on the sofa. Gary Lineker burbled away about Arsenals defensive tactics in the
  background as I shook awake south Londons one-time party king. Then we went to bed.


  The thought of Jack and my aborted night out stayed buried beneath an avalanche of more pressing things until the following Monday morning. Twenty minutes or so after Id
  put the first load of washing on, I remembered.


  A scribbled phone number on a page torn from his diary, stuffed in my trouser pocket. I knelt in front of the washing machine and watched helplessly as the assortment of babygros and cot sheets
  and Angelina Ballerina vests swirled and churned with Alexs boxers and my vile nursing bras and . . . and, yes, there they were, my best black trousers.


  I sighed. It wasnt as if I was going to call him or anything. It wasnt like I was going to . . .


  What Mummy doing?


  I put an arm around Mollys shoulders as she crouched next to me. She had pink felt-tip pen all over her cheeks. I kissed her blonde hair and she leaned into my side.


  Just thinking about life, Molls. Wondering where its going.


  Her blue eyes were thoughtful. Where it going, she repeated solemnly. Where it going?


  That, my love, is the killer question, I said. Then I stood up and grabbed her, lifting her top to blow raspberries on her creamy-white belly. And whos been drawing
  all over your face? I asked. Her body was shaking with giggles. Was it Nathan?


  Molly, she spluttered.


  Was it . . . Doug next door?


  Molly!


  Was it . . . Grandma?


  MOLLY draw on me! she shouted. I draw on me! She was beaming with pride.


  I gave her a kiss. Still havent mastered the art of lying, have you, Molls? I said. Unlike your bullshitting mother, I thought. Come on, lets go and clean you
  up. Were going to Tumble Tots in a minute.


  Mummy, I done beautiful picture for you, Molly announced, snuggling in to me as we went through to the front room.


  Have you? Arent you . . . I stopped. Arent you lovely, I had been about to say. As I saw the felt-tip explosion in the front room, I had to bite my tongue not to
  launch into a round of expletives instead.


  Oh, Molly, I said, putting her down abruptly. My mouth tightened. How many times have I told you  we draw on paper, dont we? Not on the sofa.
  And not on Nathan!


  My eyes bulged in horror at the sight of my precious boy with green streaks all over his cheeks and forehead, although he was beaming gummily under the baby gym, more concerned with pulling the
  rattly giraffe off its ring. I surveyed the damage wearily. One brown scribble on the sofa (thank Christ for washable covers) and some experimental pink lines on one of the cream walls. Marvellous.
  Truly avant-garde.


  The budding artist, sensing all was not well, rushed to my side and did her best to cuddle me. I love you very much, Mummy, she told me earnestly. Then, knowing it usually
  turned me to sentimental mush, she threw herself on her baby brother. I love you very much, Nathan, she said, sneaking a look at me to see if it was working.


  Nathan burst into howls as her bony elbows dug into him.


  Molly, youre squashing him. Get up! I found myself yelling. Look at this mess! I cant leave you for two minutes! My fists were clenched. Get off
  him! He doesnt like it!


  Now they were both crying. I stared helplessly at their wide red mouths and the tears that were springing out of their eyes. I snatched up a packet of baby wipes and started scrubbing the
  pen-marks off their faces. Oh God, now we were going to miss the start of Tumble Tots and the smug mum collective would purse up their lipsticked mouths as, once again, we crashed the double buggy
  in there late, guilty apologies pouring out of me. Sod it. Sod them. Why wouldnt this green come off Nathan? He was staring at me as if he hated me for wiping his cheeks so frenziedly.


  Molly, go and find your shoes.


  I want my wellies.


  I said shoes, not wellies.


  I want my wellies!


  OK, fine, get your wellies, then. Get your sodding bollocking wellies, see if I care.


  There, one small boy de-greened. Right, lets get the buggy out, I said. Heres your coat, Molly. Oh, you put your wellies on all by yourself, well done. Do you
  want me to put your coat on?


  I do it.


  OK, I said, fingers twitching as I watched her stuffing one arm down the wrong sleeve, upside down. Shall I just start you off . . .?


  I do it, Mummy! Let I do it!


  Right, fine, you do it. Lets go.


  We were ten minutes late for Tumble Tots in the end. Not exactly a crime against humanity, although you might be forgiven for thinking so if youd seen some of the arched
  eyebrows, and heard the tutting.


  A couple of the other mums waved knowingly across the hall and I smiled gratefully back. Not everyone was in the motherhood mafia, at least.


  Youd better join this group, Debbie, the Marlboro-voiced, scarify tattooed Tumble Tots leader told me, pointing to one corner where ten or so toddlers were dementedly
  rampaging up and down climbing frames. Hello, Molly  been drawing, have we?


  I tried to smile but couldnt remember how to do it. Instead, I grabbed Nathan and followed my daughter, who was pelting towards another group of kids altogether, having seen her friend
  Ella whizzing down a slide.


  I go with Ella, she was shouting.


  Ellas mum, Anna, elbowed me as I went over. Remember, were pleased weve got feisty daughters, really, Sadie, she told me. Were glad
  weve got independent, free-spirited . . . She caught sight of the look on my face. All right, were wishing they were obedient, passive little flowers, then, I admit
  it.


  We watched as our obedient, passive little flowers started bouncing alarmingly high on a mini-trampoline, holding hands and singing. WIND the bobbin up! WIND the bobbin up! Pull, pull,
  clap, clap, clap.


  Wind the mummy up, wind the mummy up, Anna sang softly.


  Pull, pull, smack, smack, smack, I added, with feeling.



  I stopped off for a coffee at Annas on the way home. Id met Anna when wed both been hugely pregnant with our second babies, while breathlessly chasing our first ones around
  at a music class in Clapham. Ella was every bit as strong-willed as my own daughter, and Anna became an ally immediately. Nathan and Theo had been born within weeks of each other, and our
  friendship had deepened as wed weathered the hellish early months together through coffees and large sugary doughnuts and plenty of crying.


  Anna, do you ever wonder if theres more to life than this? I asked. Wed left the girls to trash Annas sitting room while we sat in the relative peace of the
  kitchen. Nathan squirmed on my knee, brandishing a teaspoon with an air of triumph, and I wrestled to keep hold of him with one hand, clutching my coffee cup with the other.


  Anna was frowning and sniffing Theo. Have you just . . .? she started asking him. Then she pulled a face. Do you mean, is there more to life than stinking nappies and wind
  the bloody bobbin up and arguing about why your daughter cant wear her new coat in the bath?


  Yes. Thats exactly what I mean.


  She looked at me as if I was mad for even asking. God, yes, of course I wonder. Last night, I found myself trying to work out how much money Id be earning now if I hadnt
  given up my job and had kids. She gazed down at the table, and traced a pattern in the spilled sugar with her finger. It was so depressing and I felt so guilty for finding it
  so depressing that I went to bed instead.


  Quite. I took another slug of hot coffee. And its not just the job and money stuff, its the whats-happened-to-me? thing that I cant
  bear. The wheres-my-life-gone? feeling. I sighed and kissed Nathans head, feeling bad for even saying the words out loud.


  She was nodding. I know. Its like, what happened to the Anna who used to have a packed diary, gym membership, exciting sex-life, amazing career prospects? Where the hell
  is that woman? I really used to enjoy being her. She swilled her coffee around. It was like she just melted away. She disappeared.


  I stared at Nathan as he patted my hand, his fingers closing around my thumb. Do you think our mums ever had this sort of conversation? I asked.


  She shook her head. No way. Not mine, anyway. My mum always says it was the happiest time of her life when me and my brother were tiny. The happiest time! Some days it feels like this is
  the worst thing that ever happened to me. She bit her lip. Only some days. I mean, most of the time, its great and lovely, but . . .


  There was a moments silence. She didnt have to say the but. We both knew what the but was.


  You know, the stupid thing is, if I didnt have kids now, in my mid-thirties, I would be desperate for them, I said, to spare her having to finish the sentence we all avoided
  saying. And here I am, with them, and all I can think about is how I want to feel like . . . like a sex kitten again.


  Anna spluttered, but then stopped as she realized I wasnt joking. Seriously? she asked. Blimey, I wish I had the energy to even consider sex these days. Whats
  got into you? Are you mad?


  She was smiling at me but I couldnt smile back. Anna, the other night, I went out and I ended up pretending to be someone else, just because the thought of my own life was too
  boring to think about. I grimaced. And also because I really enjoyed talking to this guy. You know what, it was great to be talking to a man where the conversation didnt
  revolve around why no one had paid the gas bill and how the mortgage was going to be a struggle this month. It was just . . . fun. And flattering. I looked across the table at her.
  Does that make me an awful person?


  A scream of rage interrupted us then and we rushed into the sitting room to find Ella and Molly both clutching the same fairy wand and shrieking at the other one to let go, even though there was
  another wand, exactly the same, on the carpet next to them.


  Molly, give it back to her!


  Ella, let her have it! Anna and I shouted in unison.


  CRACK! The wand promptly broke in half and both girls fell over and started sobbing.


  Come here, Ella, love, youre all right, Anna said, trying to cuddle her two children at once and nearly toppling over as she lost balance. Then she looked at me, her hazel
  eyes serious for once. It doesnt make you an awful person at all. Youre a mum. We all feel like that.


  Youre a mum. We all feel like that. Her words kept coming back to me as I heaved the double buggy back home. Did being a parent automatically mean you
  couldnt be the complete package of the person you wanted to be? Why couldnt you be sexy as well? Why couldnt you be a high-flying career woman without the guilt? Why
  did you always have to give something up?


  I looked down at my children and felt like weeping as I saw Molly trying to hold Nathans hand. Hello, little babe, she was saying. Hello, little fella.


  They were so lovely but they were so bloody exhausting. Surely there had to be some kind of middle ground, one where you didnt necessarily concede your whole life to these small tyrants
  who deafened you with their cries and smothered you with their love  or was that just wishful thinking?


  


  Chapter Two


  On Saturday night, my mum came over to babysit, and suddenly I wasnt so sure if I wanted to escape the kids any more. Nathan was full of mashed potato and milk, and
  snoring contentedly in his cot, but Molly was tired and clingy. I be little baby, she kept begging, crawling up onto my knee. I go back in Mummys tummy.


  Lets find your pyjamas, Molls my mum suggested. Do you want the Tweenies ones or the pussy-cat ones?


  Pussy-cat, she decided, leaping off my knee again. I put them on all by myself!


  I watched them go. My mum was one of those super-capable women whom children automatically seemed to obey. She had a way with them, as my dad was always saying proudly. Shed brought up me
  and my two sisters with a tidy two years between each of us and, like Annas mum, professed to have loved every minute of it. She was either lying, deluded or suffered acute memory loss; I
  wasnt sure which.


  Lets go, Alex said, checking his watch. His eyes flicked to the door. Your mum can manage now.


  Ill just say goodnight. I raced upstairs, half-anxious, half-ecstatic at the prospect of us both leaving the kids. I stroked Nathans hair softly and watched as his
  eyelashes fluttered mid-dream. Then I went into Mollys room and kissed her goodnight.


  You got your beautiful top on, Mummy, she said approvingly.


  I hugged my mum. Thanks for this. Ring us about anything, wont you? Anything. Well come back straight away if you need us. And . . .


  My mum put her hands on my shoulders. Relax! she told me. These two will be a doddle compared to my year tens.


  I smiled faintly. Giving you grief, are they? I asked.


  She cocked an eyebrow. They try their best, she said. They think all of us dinner ladies are fair game, but I tell them


  SADIE! Taxis here! Alex bellowed from downstairs.


  OK, coming. Bye, darling. Bye, Mum. See you later.


  Have a great time, my mum said, holding Molly up to wave.


  A great time? I wasnt too sure about that. Dinner with Alexs new boss and some other people he worked with . . . It wasnt exactly what Id have chosen, but still. We
  were going out, just the two of us, for an evening of good food  that I hadnt had to cook  and sparkling, intellectual, adult conversation. That was the main thing.


  Come in, the man said, waving us inside. He was tall and square-shouldered, with neat, dark hair, and eyes so blue I wondered if they were colour contacts.
  You must be Alex and Sadie.


  Hello, said Alex, putting out a hand to shake. You must be Mark.


  Hi, Mark, I said. He looked as if hed stepped out of a Paul Smith shop window with his white linen shirt and dark jeans. Nice to meet you. He kissed me on the
  cheek and I breathed in his spicy scent. His skin was warm, soft as a childs.


  Come on in, he repeated. Let me take your coats.


  Alex and I stepped inside onto the cream hall carpet. Thank God we werent there with the kids, was my automatic first thought. Pure wool, I reckoned, trying to work out how much it must
  have cost. I shuddered, imagining the same carpet in our house. It would have lasted ten minutes before a trashing from Mollys muddy boots, or an explosion of carrot-coloured sick courtesy
  of Nathan. My children, arch-destroyers of anything remotely tasteful. I raised my eyebrows a fraction to Alex, and his grin told me he was thinking the same thing.


  The immaculate carpet ran all the way along the hall and up the stairs. There was not a miniature-sized welly or snowsuit or woolly hat to be seen on the coat pegs  just several well-cut
  winter coats, in black, charcoal and camel colours, a couple with glistening raindrops still on the shoulders, plus  oh God!  what looked like a Lulu Guinness handbag. There were four
  or five lighted church candles on the windowsill at the bottom of the stairs, flames wobbling as Mark closed the front door. And the house smelled fantastic  of vanilla, beeswax polish and
  the drenching perfume from a vase of white lilies on a side table. Their elegant, wide trumpets splayed out rakishly, showing the golden filaments within.


  What can I get you to drink? Mark asked. He hung up my coat  my shabby, two-seasons-old Gap coat  and it looked like the scruffy kid in class next to the fawn
  cashmere number swanking on the neighbouring peg. Weve got gin or vodka, red or white wine . . .


  A gin and tonic would be great, I interrupted eagerly. A bit too eagerly maybe, because Alex gave me a look, and Mark grinned at me.


  One of those days? Mark asked.


  Its been one of those years, I replied, trying not to blush.


  Gin, for me, too, cheers, Alex said, squeezing my hand.


  Even though Id lobbied hard all week for dinner  deux somewhere expensive and luxurious, I was starting to think Alex had been right to talk me into coming here. It was
  going to be like stepping into someone elses life for an evening.


  You know well only bang on about the kids all night if its just the two of us, Alex had reasoned. We do enough of that at home. At least when there are other
  people around, well have to talk about other things.


  Other things? Id thought at the time. What other things? Alex had a whole raft of other things aside from family life, yeah  he had football and
  stag dos and a social life for starters. His other things hadnt stopped, whereas my whole life was meshed together with Mollys and Nathans. We had become a
  three-headed beast, a triptych. As a separate entity again, what did I have to talk about?


  Three years ago, I used to say things like this:


  No, I agreed with the judges. He definitely deserved to win the Booker. He has such an original voice.


  And six years ago, I might have said:


  Ive been to every single shoe shop in the Kings Road today and I still cant find the right shoes for Saturday night. My life is in ruins!


  These days I say things like:


  I tried Nathan with sweet potato today  he loved it!


  Or:


  Molly had a full-on, lie-on-the-floor-screaming tantrum in Sainsburys this morning. It was so embarrassing!


  Still, I was sure I could get back in the swing of adult conversation  especially after Id downed a couple more of Marks kick-arse G&Ts. Hmmm . . . Quick, Sadie, think.
  Topics of conversation that had gripped me over dinner in the past . . .


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                Who was shagging who (friends).


                Who was shagging who (celebrities).


                What happened on EastEnders last night.


                Office gossip.


                Other peoples office gossip.


                Shoes.

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  Hello, Alex, so glad you could make it, a woman said, appearing in the hallway. Alexs new boss, Julia, presumably.


  I eyed her over my glass, and mentally rejected the whole list. She looked far too scary to swap gossip with and not exactly the kind of person who would willingly discuss
  EastEnders plotlines unless forced to do so at gunpoint.


  As she walked closer, I found myself wishing I had bothered doing more post-natal sit-ups. All right then, any sit-ups at all in the last five years. She was tall and slim-hipped, with
  long, thick, chestnut hair that lay obediently waved on her shoulders. She had cheekbones you could cut your finger on, and clear green eyes. I wondered uneasily why Alex hadnt mentioned how
  good-looking she was.


  And Sadie, hello! she smiled, looking me up and down. I could see her teeth, neat as a string of pearls, apart from a couple of wolfish-looking incisors. Nice to meet you.
  Ive heard so much about you.


  You too, I lied, returning the smile in all its fakeness. Id heard she was a bitch in the boardroom, yeah, but I hadnt heard that she had long hair and great boobs
  and dressed in what looked like Dolce & Gabbana. Pleased to hear that someones kicking Alex and the team into shape.


  I do my best, she said. Her tone was light-hearted but I noticed her squaring her shoulders as if preparing for another business meeting. She practically radiated power. My heart
  sank.


  I was definitely going to need a few drinks to see me through this one.


  We followed the trail of Julias musky perfume down the hall. Entering the living room was like stepping into a photograph straight out of Elle Decoration magazine 
  everything in tasteful neutrals. A sleek brown-leather sofa stretched along one wall with cream-coloured mohair cushions artfully arranged at the ends. My fingers itched to stroke them; my mind
  fought against mentally pricing them up. Heavy linen curtains hung in swags at the window and there was a fluffy pale carpet underfoot.


  What a gorgeous room, I said to Julia, trying to keep the envy out of my voice. I was already feeling a creeping dread at the thought of having to throw a return dinner party and
  invite her round to our own bearpit. Julia, would you prefer a Bob the Builder yoghurt, or a Petit Filou? I could imagine myself saying. Oh, and our starter tonight is lukewarm Tweenies spaghetti,
  served on toast  dont worry, the crusts have been cut off. Now, would you like a pink fork, or would you prefer to shovel it in with your fingers?


  Julia put a hand lightly on my arm, and I looked at her rouge noir nails, long and polished. No chips. Alex, you know Matthew, of course. This is Alexs wife Sadie and
  Matthews wife Chloe.


  Partner, I said, correcting her. Were not married. Hello, I added to Matthew and Chloe.


  There was just a tiny flicker in Julias eyes at my words, but the rest of us had launched into the round of hellos and how-are-yous, and she didnt comment. Was it that she
  didnt like being put right or that it made Alex even more interesting? I wondered.


  I vaguely recalled meeting Matthew at one of the newspapers infamous office parties. He was the sports editor, whereas Alex worked on the literary section, subbing and writing occasional
  book reviews. Julia had been brought in as managing editor, and had promptly deleted half the senior members of staff with a single lash of her red pen. Half-admired, half-feared, she was the kind
  of boss who made grown men cry, according to Alex.


  Matthew was tall and broad-shouldered with a broken nose and sandy-coloured hair. He had a face like a boiled ham, and piggy eyes with a devilish, roaming glint. Alex had once told me that he
  was a legendary womanizer. Id have to watch what I said, I vowed hastily. I had a bad habit of blurting out bits of office gossip that Alex had told me. Wed had previous evenings of
  dont mention the bottom photocopying, dont mention the lesbian kiss, dont mention the whisky in the filing cabinet. With Matthew, I had a feeling it was a case of dont
  mention the nineteen-year-old secretary from Features.


  Sexy Sadie! he boomed. We meet again!


  I smiled politely, accepted his wet kiss on my cheek and tried not to choke at the blast of sickly aftershave that accompanied the lunge of his head. We do indeed, I replied,
  taking a small step backwards. You smell . . . nice. Brut, is it?


  God, the gin was going straight to my head. Luckily, he roared with laughter. Brut! You cheeky little minx! What was it he used to say in those ads?


  Splash it all over! Henry Cooper  or rather Alex pretending to be Henry Cooper  had materialized at my side and was giving me an odd look. A shut-up kind of look.
  Matthew, did you hear about Hannahs promotion? he began, steering him away towards the window.


  I had another swig of gin. It was going down very well. I turned to Chloe, whose pale fragility was the absolute negative image of her husbands ruddy porkiness. She was a skinny little
  thing, shivering under her beaded top and spaghetti straps, clutching her wrap around her shoulders like a comfort blanket. She had fine, straw-coloured hair that lay flat against her head in a
  neat bob.


  She took my hand in her bony fingers and gave me a kiss on each cheek, dab, dab. I was reminded of a toy of Mollys where you pull a string and a miniature wooden chicken dips its head
  down to peck miniature wooden grain.


  Hello, Sadie, what do you do? she said.


  That question again. After a split seconds hesitation, I plumped for the mild bullshit option this time. I suppose you could call it crisis management, I replied
  thoughtfully. Im a . . . Well, Im basically a diplomat for two . . . clients. Its pretty tough. Theyre incredibly demanding.


  She leaned in closer to me and I could smell her perfume, light and sweet, and see the flakes of powder on her cheeks. Sounds interesting, she said. What do your clients do,
  exactly? She had an earnest, librarian-type face, and I suddenly felt mean for teasing her.


  I . . . Im just making it sound interesting, I confessed. My clients are actually a two-year-old drama queen and a small baby, so . . .


  She blinked. Shit. I had offended her. Id been rude, taken the piss. Then she laughed. That sort of crisis management, she said. A full-time job with endless
  overtime, or so I hear.


  Yes. I smiled. Thats the one. How about you?


  God, I was really out of practice at small-talk. I was bloody rubbish! What was it Id been hoping for? Sparkling, intellectual debate? Fat chance. Id spent far too long gossiping
  with women who would tell you all about their stitches five minutes after youd met them for the first time, and about how they hadnt had sex with their husbands for six months, and
  about how they hated their children sometimes. What did normal people talk about? I couldnt remember any more.


  What do you do? I hated that question. Why should what you do  or indeed, what you didnt do  have any bearing on anyone? Why did it have to matter so bloody much?
  You never heard mums asking the What do you do? question. You didnt need to.


  Oh, me? Im the Nappy Control Area Manager, with a bit of Anger Management counselling thrown in. In my spare time, Im halfway through a diploma in Sleep Training Without Losing
  Your Marbles.


  I listened glumly as Chloe went on about what she did  some sort of financial analytical thing that meant absolutely nothing to me. She might as well have been speaking in a
  foreign language. Stock market . . . data . . . FTSE 100 . . . I understood some of the individual words, but put all together, in sentences . . . Hmmm. She had me.


  When she finishes banging on about the Dow Jones, I thought to myself, Ill twist the conversation into a more interesting direction. Ill ask her . . . Ill ask her . . .
  What will I ask her?


  Ill ask her if she prefers Robbie Williams to Jeremy Paxman, I decided. No, Ill ask what she thinks of Richard Madeleys new haircut. I bit back a giggle and nodded
  knowledgeably as she told me about the inside info she had on the forthcoming budget. Ill ask her what her favourite book is, I decided in the end, and then wondered what I would reply to
  the same question. Did Heat magazine count?


  Mark arrived with a couple of drinks at that moment  good, mine had long been emptied  and so I didnt get the chance.


  Dinners about ready, he said. Would you like to come through?


  Call me sad or call me a plain old middle-class snob if you want, but I do get a voyeuristic thrill from snooping around other peoples homes. Vicarious living, Alex
  reckons. Nosiness, my mum says disapprovingly. She says she simply cant understand why I get triumphant about seeing a few fat, well-thumbed Jilly Cooper novels stashed away at the top of a
  bookcase thats otherwise stuffed with the likes of Ian McEwan and Salman Rushdie. So what if they like Jilly Cooper? she asks, looking puzzled. I like Jilly
  Cooper. What does that say about me?


  Theres nothing wrong with liking Jilly Cooper, I try to explain. I like her too. Its about the pseuds who think theyre above reading her, and who try to
  hide the fact by only putting their Booker nominees on display.


  I was hoping that I could spot the fatal flaw in Julia and Marks house. The Barbara Cartland in the Martin Amises, if you will, or the tacky Tiffany lampshade. Hey, anything plastic would
  do, at a pinch. This was completely unfair of me when my own home was about as grubby and fluffy as they came, with plastic toys avalanching out of every cupboard, but that wasnt the point.
  My game, my rules.


  We walked into the dining room, and damn it, there wasnt a single fault visible. In fact, I had to double-check we hadnt walked into the dining display area of Selfridges by
  mistake. The room was painted a warm plum, which might have ended up looking ghastly elsewhere. As it was, with wall lights softening up the colour, and flickering candles on every shelf of the
  walnut dresser, the room felt cosy and intimate. The table was laid with a spotless white linen tablecloth, silver cutlery and wine glasses that reflected the candlelight. We even had napkins, for
  Gods sake.


  It was about as far removed from dinner chez nous as possible. No one at the table was demanding chocolate biscuits and going ballistic with rage when told that theyd
  mysteriously vanished out of the cupboard. Nobody spat out their food or threw it, or splurged it over their own hair. Nobody had a tantrum about wanting to eat from a pink plate with a pink fork.
  Nobody . . . OK, enough. Leave it behind, I told myself. Vive la diffrence!


  Over plates of sweet chilli noodles wokked to plump perfection, the conversation quickly moved around from the hot gossip at Alexs newspaper to the latest MP to get caught up in a sleaze
  scandal.


  Did you see him on Newsnight last night? Chloe said, waving her fork animatedly. He was so uncomfortable. You could almost smell the sweat coming off him,
  couldnt you?


  God, Newsnight. I hadnt seen it for ages. Way past my usual bedtime. The only reason I ever watched it in the first place was for the Paxman factor.


  Hell brazen it out, Mark said. He would have walked by now if he was going to.


  The implications are enormous, Julia put in. If it gets to court, theres going to be so much dirt that comes out of the woodwork. Lets just hope we can get the
  exclusive on his diaries  hes bound to try to cash in on this.


  Lets hope we DONT get his diaries, Alex argued. I dont want that toe-rag to make any more money out of this, let alone from our paper. Get him into
  court and bang him up with the arse-soapers, I say.


  Innocent until proven guilty, Alex, Matthew said through a mouthful of noodles. They sprouted out of his blubbery lips in a rather vile maggoty fashion. Whos to say
  its all true anyway? We know better than anyone how the hacks twist things to suit their own purposes.


  Alex snorted. Of course its true! His political career has been totally built on lies and bribes and pay-offs. His eyes glittered. Hes an out-and-out con-man,
  I cant believe hes been allowed to get away with it all this time.


  Alex could get very passionate about things like this. I envied him for it. The only thing I had the energy to get worked up about was people beating their children or neglecting them or
  abandoning them. And, every now and then for light relief, how I was never going to be able to afford a Lulu Guinness handbag. Meanwhile, the political arena was passing me by, like a car
  accelerating past on the motorway. There I was stuck in the slow lane, trapped between the crawler lorries of domesticity and small children, my brain already stuffed to bursting point with other
  crucial information, like the entire text of The Gruffalo and the best way to get Ribena stains out.


  I sighed, remembering the political discussions Alex and I had had once upon a time. Him and his Marxist theories, me and my feminist outrage. Wed discuss things that were happening all
  over the world, not just one small corner of south London where his football socks had vanished and the council tax hadnt been paid.


  What do you think, Sadie? Chloe asked suddenly, and I jumped.


  I hadnt a clue who they were talking about. Not a clue. There was a moments silence while I put my head on one side and pretended to be considering the matter carefully. Really, I was
  thinking, Shit, shit, what shall I say? Quick! Something clever. Something meaningful. Something . . .


  Hes good-looking, though, isnt he? I blurted out randomly. Bet hes a bit of a sex-pot.


  Julia and Alex were staring at me as if I was mad. Mark spluttered with laughter.


  Joke, I said quickly. Ha ha. This is delicious, by the way. Is there some ginger in it?


  Yes, Mark said. And lemongrass.


  Very nice, I said.


  How old are your children, Sadie? Julia said as she refilled my glass. Two boys, isnt it?


  I looked across at her, wondering if that was her way of putting me in my place. Shut up, Mum, you dont know what youre on about. The adults are trying to talk.


  Look, sweetheart, I dont give a toss about this MP, I felt like saying. Im more concerned about whether my mother has been able to talk Molly into wearing her pyjamas rather than
  her bridesmaids dress for bed tonight. But since you asked . . .


  Girl and a boy, I replied. The usual fierce rush of love came the instant I thought of them. Mollys nearly two and a half, and Nathans five months. And
  theyre both heart-achingly beautiful, I managed to stop myself from adding, voice shaking with pride. Blimey, one more glass of this wine and Id be getting my baby photos out of my
  handbag and boring them all senseless.


  Banging them out there, Sade, Matthew said with a broad wink. Going for the hat-trick, are you, eh?


  Two of them is enough, thanks, said Alex.


  We havent decided yet, I said simultaneously. Oh. I looked across the table at him, feeling rattled. Alex seemed very assured on the subject of No More
  Children but I wasnt. I hadnt even considered not being pregnant again. Did he really mean that? I didnt know if I could cope with not being able to feel those first wonderful
  flutters of life in my belly again. Even the blood and grunting of labour for one last time would be worth it if I could plant kisses on a seconds-old pulsing head again.


  Well, I havent decided yet, anyway, I said, trying to make a joke of it. So if anyones offering . . .


  My noodles suddenly felt squirmingly uncomfortable inside me. And the ginger seemed too hot, now that I thought about it. Two of them is enough, thanks  what did he mean by
  that?


  I sighed and drank some more of my wine. I knew exactly what he meant by it, that was the problem. The way hed been completely unable to comfort Nathan the other night had already flagged
  that one up. He wouldnt even be able to get past the headlines of the paper, let alone reach the international news pages, if we had a third child.


  Well, if youre serious . . . Matthew smirked, patting my arm with a damp palm. He was half-drunk already, with a fleck of spittle on his top lip and a moustache of sweat
  sheening in the candlelight. You go for it, Sade. Im all for big families. Shame Chloes not so keen, but there you go.


  Ouch. The man was a walking, talking nightmare. Chloe glared at him and a terrible silence crashed down, with a tension that resonated like a vibrato.


  I grew up in a big family, Mark said quickly. They are great. Bloody hard work when youre doing the parenting bit, though, Im sure.


  I smiled at him gratefully and noticed that Julia was frowning. Hard work and expensive and messy . . . she reeled off, through a tight little mouth. You could tell shed
  trotted the words out before. My sister has children, and honestly, the money she throws at their school fees, you would not believe it.


  I bit my lip. Dont say it, Sadie. Dont mention that most schools are free. Dont get on your socialist high horse and inform her that, in your opinion, private education
  sucks. Even though I was sliding into drunkenness at an alarming rate, I still managed to cling to the fact that no, I really didnt want to start an argument with Alexs new boss. I
  didnt. Did I?


  Luckily, Mark stepped in again. Alex, Julia was telling me that you work on the Review section of the paper, he said. Do you get to do much reviewing as well as
  editing?


  If Matthew was the nightmare husband, Mark was starting to seem like the dream. He was easy-going and confident, and had a knack of saying the right thing at the right moment. He was what was
  known as A Good Bloke or, if you thought like Jane Austens Mrs Bennet, A Good Catch. Actually, I decided, staring at him until my eyes went out of focus, he was pretty tasty, too. Well, if
  you liked that rich, clean-cut sort of look, anyway. He was wasted on Julia.


  Then, quite randomly, I found myself wondering what my life would have been like if Id married him instead of meeting Alex. I bet he would have been up for a third child. He
  liked big families, didnt he? He wouldnt have spoken to me in that same dismissive tone as Alex.


  I stopped myself guiltily before the idea developed any further. What the hell was I thinking that for?


  . . . although I started off working on the weekend magazine, Alex was saying as I snapped back to attention. Thats where I met Sadie.


  Julias eyes swivelled across to me, pinning me to my chair, practically. You worked on the paper, too, Sadie?


  Yes, once upon a time, Julia, I did. Straight out of university, in my one cheap suit from Topshop, with my non-existent typing skills and CV of lies and exaggerations, yes, I did work on your
  precious paper. Surprise! I have a brain
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