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Dedication

For my (ever) Greens.

Pam, Phil, Kate and Ruth.

Mel, Graham, Tasha and Laura.

And Mum, Dad and Karl too.

Thank you for the days.






‘This world, which is the same for all, no gods or human beings have made; but it ever was, is now, and ever shall be an ever-living Fire, with measures of it kindling, and measures going out. All things are an exchange for fire and fire for all things, even as wares for gold and gold for wares.’ Heraclitus






She is surprised by the details that stick. The grit on the carpet that grinds tiny searing holes into her elbows when she attempts to force herself upwards. How silently fire sends its warning through the small gap between the floor and the door. The clarity with which she knows the hotel isn’t the only thing burning. That her rage is also incendiary. That her intention is fatal when she bites down and twists enough to grab her shoe. That a heel is sharp. That an eyeball is soft. That, tonight, she will make him pay.
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BEFORE






CASS

Gramps likes that rhyme about sugar and spice and all things nice. He one hundred per cent believes that’s what little girls are made of. Or his little girl at least. I’m not so sure. Right now, I’m made of nerves and paranoia. And the others in this girls-only room are made of smooth bare legs and pouting glossed lips, as we listen to my aunt Sophie deliver a pep talk in the spirit of a dare.

She strikes a spoon twice on her glass. ‘It’s OK, recommended even, to accept a drink if it’s offered.’ Leading by example, she sips her Champagne. ‘It makes the men feel good to think it’s not only them who are enjoying the evening. And when they feel good…’ She raises a hand in the air, rubbing her thumb against the tips of her fingers. ‘Well, we are here for the money,’ she reminds us, laughing, then, as if maybe we’ve misunderstood, ‘For charity.’

I clock how she is made of contoured certainty and that bright-white electric smile.

‘Can I just ask…’ The other girls turn to look at me. A slack-jawed model-type with dewy skin and an apparent intolerance for newbies furrows her brow and clicks her cherry-red nails.

‘Go on.’ My aunt’s onceover is sharpened by our earlier conversation in which she had suggested, if there was time, I should think about fake tan.

‘Why is the dinner men-only?’ Heat rises in my cheeks when the lithe well-seasoned pro rolls her black-lined eyes.

Sophie puts her glass on the dressing table, tucks her glossy blonde hair behind her ears and shrugs, like, isn’t it obvious? ‘They behave differently when their wives aren’t watching.’ Her tone is collected. Every word long. ‘That’s great for the charities. And great for you too, if you play the game well.’ She tilts her head in a gesture implying empathy. ‘Your choice.’

She’d said the same towards the end of our call this afternoon. ‘It’s In the Event Of’s showcase event, Cass; it’d be good to have family eyes on the scene.’ I’d asked if my cousin, Will, could do it. ‘As brilliant as my son is, he doesn’t quite fit the bill. I need you,’ Sophie had said. ‘Your choice, though.’ Which it was, of course. There wasn’t a gun to my head. But it’s not like my job at Subway is enough to fund my hoped-for Australian gap year. And ‘Easy money,’ was how Soph had put it. ‘It’s waitressing, darling. High-end though. You remember, Liv helped out last year?’ I did remember. My best mate’s tips had left her flush enough for a cut and balayage without having to bat her eyelashes and hold out a palm to her mostly absent daddy. So, I’d said yes and come, fairly last-minute, with only part of the uniform stuffed into a Tesco’s bag-for-life. When I’d arrived, Sophie told me not to worry. ‘I’ve got just the thing. Get the girls to pour you some vino. I’ll be back in a min.’

A small blonde had passed me a thin throwaway cup of warm, yellow wine. ‘Not exactly the standard we’ll be serving later.’ She winced with the acidity of her sip. ‘S’alright, though.’ She’d knocked back the rest of her Lambrusco Bianco like a shot before slipping into the obligatory heels, skirt and shirt that would have been so nothing-to-see-here if it wasn’t for their height, its length, and that sheer white cotton that did nothing to conceal the obligatory black bra beneath.

‘T minus ten,’ Sophie says now, and I imagine Mum’s face if she could hear the NASA-style countdown to what’s effectively a fancy dinner for a bunch of men with nothing better to do on a September night in the Midlands. Only these aren’t just any men, as Sophie reminds us for the third, fourth time. These are generous men. She reads one of the information cards that will sit on each of the eight-person tables, detailing the local charities that stand to benefit from tonight’s fundraising. ‘With your undivided attention and their unguarded benevolence, our guests will be doing untold good for animals, children and women.’ She pauses, giving us time to comprehend the importance of our work. And, it seems from the way she points a bony finger at her fixed grin, the importance of a smile. ‘If you’re happy, they’re happy. And if they’re happy, the charities will be too.’

Speech done, she comes over, hands me a pair of glossy, black shoes.

‘Jesus, are these —?’

‘Yep,’ Sophie nods. ‘Never underestimate the power of Louboutin. Our diners aren’t barbarians, Cass. They’re the sort to recognise, and appreciate, class. Go on,’ she says when I’m strapped in and wobbling on the too-high heel. ‘They might feel a bit much at first but, once you get used to them, you’ll be fine.’

Guardian alert: Police have said they are “increasingly concerned” over the disappearance of Lucy Corrigan, 19, who has not been heard from since Tuesday night when she walked to the shop to purchase milk in the Harborne area of Birmingham.






EVE

‘Oi-oi!’

I hear them before I see them.

Before that, though, I feel them, just as I watch a similar feeling make itself visible in her.

She’s, what, thirty feet ahead of me, a gap I engineered then maintained after we almost collided in the park. Our two separate paths were merging and so, because it would be awkward to run alongside a stranger, I knelt to re-tie an already perfectly tied shoelace before deciding to keep at the same yet distant pace.

Not that she’s competition. More motivation maybe. There’s nothing like a sculpted twenty-something to make you chase your own vanishing youth. Sure, I’m old enough to be the girl’s mother, but I still have it. I do still have it… right?

And while it’s not like I actually believe matching a stranger step for step will prove anything, there’s no denying the buzz that comes with mirroring her stride, which was wide and strong until the oi-oi, when it turned hesitant without wanting to slow.

Approaching the pub with its outdoor tables and chairs, something about this other runner is less. Not her stride, which, despite the cobbled path, remains steady (and faster than I would usually manage), but her demeanour. Only that’s not quite right because demeanour suggests conduct or behaviour, and that’s not what’s changed. Rather, she shrinks with the understanding maybe of what the pub and its punters might mean.

‘Oi-oi!’ Again.

Calls of what – admiration? – rattle across the empties in a ricochet of whistles and grunts, landing on her shoulders like hailstones. She curls. The movement is so slight the drinkers wouldn’t spot it from beneath the shade of their parasol, which makes it impossible, perhaps, for them to see whoever’s directly in front of them as whole. It occurs to me, then, how hailstones, despite also consisting of water, never have the same cleansing effect as rain.

‘Fit,’ one shouts. A single word that could be a compliment. But there’s that feeling again.

When we were kids – or not only then, really, she still says it now – Mum likened our shoulder blades to wings. ‘Up,’ she told me when, aged twelve, I was slouched over an old copy of Smash Hits, reading and rereading the lyrics of Mel and Kim’s ‘Respectable’ until I knew them by heart. ‘Seriously, Eve, on your feet.’ She wanted me to know what standing tall felt like. ‘Look at Sophie,’ Mum said, pointing out how well my older sister pulled her shoulders back and down. ‘Because if your blades are wings, your entire body must point upwards if you want it to fly.’

The way Sophie looked down at me it was as if she were already soaring.

Honestly, though, I didn’t care about flying. All I cared about was nailing the words and Mel’s dance moves in the music video because my friend Kelly was coming round in an hour and had told me repeatedly in our previous night’s telephone conversation that spanned the length of both Home & Away and Neighbours that she had definitely nailed Kim’s.

No matter how hard I rehearsed, my muscle memory failed to recall the combination of hip dips, Tootsie Rolls and T-arms-into-splayed-arms Kelly insisted we’d need mastered to have a hope in hell of winning the school Summer Talent Show. The choreography might not have stuck but, like the chorus of any decent Stock, Aitken and Waterman pop song, Mum’s advice held firm in the decades since.

‘Shoulders back,’ I say too often these days to Cass, who rolls her eyes like hers is the first generation to contend with the infuriating predictability of parents.

I adjust mine now, inwardly urging the girl in front of me to do the same. But she’s making herself smaller, tucking beneath the canopy of scaff boards framing the building opposite, as if the shadows will provide the cover that stops her from being fair game.

‘Come out, come out, wherever you are.’ It’s playful. A hint of those soggy-bread-and-jam scented lunchtimes of hide and seek, when my friends and I would crawl under bushes and slide behind doors, relishing the fleeting invisibility.

The runner – the other runner, for I too am running – emerges into the glare of the afternoon light, a silhouette of a woman’s body hurrying away from the vibrations of the lads’ calls. Her hands are clenched into fists.

It’s a rigidity, I suppose. A preparedness. Quietly, mind. Because most of the time it’s nothing.

It’s true, most of the time, there is absolutely nothing to fear.

She is headed for the horizon now, which makes it my turn.

I wish – once she’s at a safe distance – she would stop and watch how I’ve learnt to handle these moments, these men. I have twenty years on her. At least. Time enough to have understood I don’t need to take this shit. This narration of my body when I work. When I walk. When I eat. When I swim, drive, dance, think, shop, run.

‘Wings, Eve,’ I mutter, no qualms about sounding like my mother. I hope by the time Cass is my age she will be proud to sound like her too.

I wipe the sweat from my brow, keep my pace steady and look straight ahead, awaiting the oi-ois take two.

The pub pummels its R&B tunes into the September air. Feet tap. Pints clink. There is noise, but from the men’s mouths: silence.

I run by without them saying a word.

What. The. Fuck.

I was prepared to stop. I was prepared to stand with my hands on my hips and tell them I didn’t quite catch what they’d said. To suggest they repeat themselves. And when they did, I was prepared to ask them would they speak that way to their daughter, their sister, their mum?

But in their obliviousness, all I can do is keep on moving.

Unscathed. And, unlike that other runner, unseen.

I know disappointment when I feel it. But this? This is boggier than that, a bloated collision of – what? Envy? Shame?

‘Hypocrisy?’ My friend Charlotte suggests when I call her on the ten-minute walk I justify as a cool-down because I’ve lost any will to continue my run home. ‘Aren’t you always telling our daughters to find their value in their brain and,’ – her voice assumes a weighty, self-righteous tone – ‘if not in that, then in their ability to treat others with faith and kindness?’

Shit. Am I really that worthy?

‘You know how tempted I was to double back on myself and run past the pub a second time?’

Charlotte scoffs. ‘Why would you do that?’

I know this is one of those deeply pathetic thoughts I should stifle but, ‘In the hope there was some sort of misunderstanding, and I do indeed warrant at least one whistle. One oi-oi. Honestly—’

‘Eve!’ Charlotte cuts in. ‘I’m not sure I need any more honesty.’

‘Honestly, I’d even take one look-at-the-tits-on-her.’

‘Jesus Christ.’ My friend’s voice is spliced with derision and a hint of genuine concern. ‘Why do you not sound like you’re joking?’

‘You’re right; I’m a mad bad feminist.’ On our doorstep now, I rummage in the pocket of my running belt for the key but can’t find it. ‘Maybe it’s the speed I was running. Or the lack of oxygen.’ I find the key, not in the belt but in the pocket of my leggings. ‘Or maybe it was my body heat, which, when you come to think of it, more likely means it’s the peri-fucking-menopause. Because isn’t that, according to you and Sophie – and Woman’s Hour – responsible for every single mental and physical peak and trough of my life right now?’

‘You are forty-five.’ Charlotte says, like my withering womb is a foregone conclusion.

‘You’re not far off, and you’re – what did that judge call you? Well-racked?’

‘Eve.’ Charlotte’s tone is her barrister special. The deep authority she says is required for court. ‘Please tell me you are not about to suggest a comment that forms part of a possible sexual harassment claim is the kind of ludicrous affirmation you’re still seeking?’

‘Not now, I’m not.’ I close the door behind me and almost bump into Harry. ‘Clearly, there’s no way I’d want some old Rumpole praising my fabulous tits.’

The pile of fresh and neatly folded laundry my husband’s carried up from the basement is as teetering as his brow.

‘I should think not.’ Charlotte’s voice is dense with reproof.

‘And don’t worry, I wouldn’t actually want such dodgy comments from men who’ve downed too many beers this early on a Saturday evening, either. That said…’ I narrow my eyes at Harry in the hope he might, for the first time in a long time, use my obvious outrage as a prompt to show me a smidge of aesthetic appreciation, ‘if a good and decent man happened to mention my breasts look wonderful, that might not be so offensive.’

Harry’s making his way upstairs. ‘Wow,’ he stage-whispers. ‘So this is what women are really like?’

I cover my phone with my hand. ‘Hashtag not all women.’ I catch myself in the hallway mirror, don’t even attempt to disguise the sigh. Then, returning to my conversation with Charlotte, ‘We still walking to your exhibition together?’

‘Yup. I’m on my way home from Sainsbury’s now. Need to change. Check in with Shayan and the kids, so I’ll be at yours for, what, eight-fifteen?’

‘Perfect.’

‘I won’t bother knocking.’ My friend’s smile is audible. ‘I’ll just shout look at the tits on her through your letter box, and you’ll no doubt come scuttling, delighted, to the door.’

Look Good, Feel Good

Questionnaire issued to Year 11 girls as part of the Smart Thinking in Business Day for all Year 11 students at Oakfield College
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Is my blouse sufficiently buttoned to conceal my cleavage?


	



	
Have I polished my shoes?


	



	
Are my nails clean, cut and nicely shaped?


	



	
Have I taken a shower today? (10 yes, 0 no, 5 if yesterday)


	



	
Do I smell good?


	



	
Is my hair brushed and nicely styled?


	



	
Is my face washed and my make-up understated?


	



	
Is my underwear fresh and unholey?


	



	
Am I smiling nicely? (always 10, often 8, sometimes 5, never 0)


	



	
Is my skirt long enough?


	



	
Total (room for improvement if less than 100/100)


	












CASS

When I was seven and first started playing Scrabble with Gramps, he’d rope in Mum, so he and I were never really opponents. Instead, we’d huddle side by side, glass of orange juice and a bowl of Maoams on the table, colluding.

‘It’s like I say at the station,’ he said. ‘Strength in numbers. We’re much more likely to come out on top if we band together. Whether it’s the police or family, Cass, we do better when we work as a team.’ It’s been palpable, that strength, among the girls this evening, waving each other’s hair and slipping on shoes with weapon-sharp heels, which push us several inches taller. Strutting around the dressing room, though, I’m not sure it’s our height that makes us invincible. One of the bolder girls suggests it’s the lipstick.

‘Lady Danger,’ she reads from the bottom of the tube after meticulous application, passing it to the blonde next to her. Unlike our nails, which are either a mouth-matching scarlet or a less-attention-grabbing black, on our lips we are all to wear the exact same red. She pouts, undoing an extra button of her shirt and declaring it a “power move”. ‘Putty in my hands,’ she says, wiggling her fingers to cast a magic spell. If we hadn’t been told to leave our phones in our bags from the second we arrived, I’d have filmed her “button trick” and sent the video to Maya and Liv. I imagine the accompanying text, ‘Mark this waitress out of ten for the following question: Is her blouse sufficiently buttoned to conceal her cleavage?’ An adapted quote from a questionnaire Mr Herring distributed at school during a careers-day lecture about preparing for interview. He’d issued it only to the girls.

One hundred per cent, this uniform would not pass Herring’s muster.

Tonight reminds me of dress-up with Liv, when we’d progressed from the princess-stage to a more attainable kind of woman: our mothers. Scouring their wardrobes and make-up bags, painting our faces and striking poses from magazines, the sort of sultry glare and jutted hip that sell anything from cars to watches to jeans.

Not for the first time, I wish Liv were here. God knows how, but she talks this language, gets the difference between Tempranillo, Muscat, Sauv Blanc. Like always, I’d be more comfortable, more confident with my best mate by my side.

But she’s busy. She’s always busy these days. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not lonely or anything. There’s Maya and George. But, point is, I’d not been surprised when Liv said ‘Can’t, Cass,’ after I ended this afternoon’s call with Aunt Sophie, who’d been keen for my friend to work tonight’s gala again. But when I passed on the message, Liv was a hard no. ‘I’m already a working girl, remember.’

‘You do a couple of shifts at Zara, babe.’ I held up two fingers ostensibly to reiterate the number but handily also forming our favourite physical swear. ‘I’m not convinced Sheryl Sandberg’s heralding you as a beacon of leaning in.’

‘Mean.’ Liv’s poked-out tongue filled my phone screen. ‘I do have other things in my life besides the fast-fashion that pays me shit money for all those precious hours I sacrifice every weekend.’

Her scowl suggested it wasn’t a good time to remind Liv that the shit money she’s earning is, as far as I have seen, serving her very well. Styled brows. Manicured nails. Threads that look like they’ve come from stores a level or two up from the one where she gets the benefit of staff discount. I’m starting to wonder if she’s reneged on her vow not to accept more handouts from her father.

‘Stand tall.’ Sophie says now. And maybe it’s best Liv’s not here because my aunt’s instruction is exactly the kind of physical pedantry that riles my mate, who, when we were told by Herring on careers day to remember our body language, was adamant she knew exactly the story her body is destined to tell. What I mean is, everything Liv does, she does with intention. Like a dancer, there’s a choreography to each of her moves that adheres to a larger longer plan.

Sophie’s not so different in that sense. Standing at the front of the dressing room, she takes her own advice and gains an inch or so in height. Her chest too is made more prominent. A shift, despite its subtlety, that could be described as a manoeuvre. ‘Listen,’ her smile is equally subtle, ‘the diners’ eyes may wander. And I appreciate in other circumstances that may well make you uncomfortable, but this evening, we are the ones in control. You’re like a flock of birds…’ She pauses in front of me, adjusting my collar and removing a loose strand of someone else’s dark hair from my sleeve. ‘Starlings, isn’t it?’

‘A murmuration.’ The word in my mouth is as soft and beautiful as every one of the girls in this room.

‘Exactly.’ She nods. ‘They’re the perfect team. Work together, and you’ll be hypnotic.’ Happy we are all presentable, she claps her hands twice and tells us, then, ‘It’s time.’

In our neat line, we walk into position behind the heavily ornate doors.

‘Stunning.’ It’s not clear if Sophie’s compliment is directed at us or at the room, where the tables have been decorated with floral centrepieces which, in fact, contain no flowers but are instead vases filled with tall grass and sharp curled acid-green leaves.

Somehow, without her saying so, we know we are not to talk.

Rather we stand.

We wait.

And we smile.

Like animals trooping onto Noah’s Ark, the men come mostly in pairs. Similarly bow-tied and suited, they are predominantly but not exclusively white. And prompt, arriving only a few minutes either side of seven-thirty for canapés and, ‘Something sparkling?’ The way I teeter on these too-high heels could be off-putting. When I pour the first top-up, foam spills over the glass. The bottle shakes in my hands.

And even though right now I am made of inexperience and naivety, the men are kind. Understanding. ‘No matter,’ they say, words slipping so sincerely between their whitish teeth and sloping smiles they could almost be paternal.

‘OK?’ Sophie swaps my already-empty for a still-smoking bottle of Champagne.

‘Think so.’ I wouldn’t say it out loud, because, truth is, I’m probably over-thinking, which everyone says I tend to do, but I wonder if our murmuration isn’t punctured already? The jostling over which of the guests each of us girls should serve. The sense of sisterhood that was seeded in the dressing room has felt slightly less rooted since we’ve been in the company of the men.

And perhaps my pathetic need for someone to lean on is obvious, because ‘It’s a shame,’ Sophie says, leaning ever so slightly towards me, ‘that Liv couldn’t make it. She was a real hit last year!’

I can believe it. Mum calls Liv a disco ball because she reflects whatever light shines on her in all directions, amplifying the mood of the room. I imagine her here now, long red hair cascading down her back, smiling at each of the men in turn as if he is the first to suggest her beauty is pre-Raphaelite. Then the rolling eyes when she turns to me, like, fuck’s sake, these dudes are so cliché.

While the last of the sun begins to glide down the floor-to-ceiling windows, the temperature and light inside remain comfortable. Everyone is, mostly, at ease.

One man though is louder than the rest, his face increasingly puce. He fingers the gap between his neck and his collar, argues the pleasures and frustrations of golf. There is a dress code, of course, and most of them stick to it, but only seventeen minutes into the evening, this gentleman removes his black tie.

I pour him a third glass of Champagne and look to Sophie, whose eyes flit from me to the rebel. She nods approvingly, her tiny gesture confirmation: his needs are more important than the rules.






EVE

Look at the tits on her.

The first time, I was barely thirteen. Crop top, high-waisted jeans, and hair fortified with Elnett snuck from Mum’s bathroom once I got a whiff of brewing coffee and toast. She’d inhaled when I came down to the kitchen, pulled a lighter from her handbag and said something about the flammability of hairspray before kissing my forehead and rubbing her thumbnail over the ridges of the sparkwheel so it tick tick ticked. She was teasing, of course. She would never have ignited the flame.

The men who catcalled me were no different in that sense. Their words too were sparks not actual fire. And so I’d smiled, then, when they rubbernecked through their van window, the bald one running his tongue over his teeth before looking me up and down and declaring in a volume so loud it couldn’t only have been for his mate’s attention, ‘Imagine what they’ll be like when they’re fully grown.’ They rounded the corner, I went to breathe again, and they sounded a last impression with their horn.

‘Old? Like how old?’ Fifteen minutes later, Kelly was sliding down the inside of her bedroom door, jamming in my secret. For even though they’d not made them in whispers, I already knew the men’s observations were most definitely something to keep quiet. Why else would my cheeks have blazed with an itchy flush of disgrace?

‘Twenty-nine? Thirty?’ With hindsight, they may have been forty. The age we were then, anyone over twenty-five was ancient. And while there was some gratification in the attention of boys like Spencer Jenkins and Chris Bourne at school, there was greater kudos in being noticed by grown-ups.

‘What did you say?’ Kelly’s legs were crossed, the skin of her left knee taut. She was picking a scab, a warrior wound from her first attempt at shaving.

I shrugged, unsure what to do with the crick of discomfort that rubbed against the hum of pride. ‘Not a lot.’

She licked her finger and stemmed the blood running in a thin stream from her knee before it reached her shin. A beat passed between us, and her gaze settled on her toes. ‘Your boobs aren’t even that big, though.’

She was right. They were, are, small. The underwired bra I put on after my post-run shower this evening gives them a little something, but they’ve never been remarkable. Not quite true. There were those ten, eleven months when I was breastfeeding and got the boobs I’d always thought I wanted. C-cup. Large enough to command attention. That adage be careful what you wish for proved true. I wasn’t exactly bereft when they shrank again, though their smallness was different for having been briefly large.

I turn side on – take the inevitable breath in – and check the mirror for the explosion of flesh nineties makeover-TV had repeatedly warned could spill from a too-tight bra. The mirror is tall and thin, like that other younger runner. Though she had none of the mirror’s sharp corners and hard surfaces but was, instead, made of perfectly round edges and perfectly soft skin. Not too round and not too soft, though. She was the Goldilocks of women.

My fingers settle on my waist.

My nanna’s voice, gentle but certain, bounces off the glass. ‘Pinch an inch,’ she says, and it’s not my own face I see in the reflection but my mother’s, when she was about my age and my nan – her mum – suggested – no, stated – that Mum had let her forties get the better of her. ‘Clare,’ Nanna’s whisper betrayed the shame embedded in Mum’s sin, ‘you’ve let yourself go.’ Thankfully, there were things she could do – milkshakes instead of meals, or meetings in a local village hall – that would return her to that ideal size 10. ‘It so easily creeps up on you,’ Nanna said. Mum nodded and later, at dinner, gave Sophie and me her share of the salted fries.

I suck myself in.

You’ve let yourself go.

It’s not my nanna’s voice now but that other one.

The one that comes from the guts of me.

Hushed.

Perceptive.

Mean.

Fat, she says. Disgusting, she says. Old.

Her words – though never original – are always snarled and dogged and true.

As with all playground bullies, I should ignore her. At the very least, I should attempt to walk away. Instead, I turn, obliging, so she can assess me from behind.

When she tells me to squeeze the flesh, I do it. I let her, enable her, encourage her to see me at my worst.

I don’t remember when I first heard her. When the prods and pokes and pinches began.

Did I really believe this lingerie would do the trick? I’ve not worn it, or anything similar, in years. Unable to purge the irritation of inattention, I wanted – needed – to coerce and clip myself into something young and unmotherly. And so, as my husband whistled unidentifiable tunes while he washed and shaved in preparation for an impromptu night out with “the boys”, I crept down to the basement, dragged the box where I kept out-of-season clothes from the shelving he built last summer and was surprised not only by the fabrics of my underwear stored there but the colours too.

Turquoise. Orange. Red.

I pull again at the white flesh around my middle. Tuck my pelvis. Exhale.

I am a cliché.

A middle-aged woman clawing at her body.

‘Fancy,’ Harry says when he walks into the bedroom and catches me peacocking. It’s not that I freeze, but I do wait, curious if I should feel silly. But he doesn’t laugh. Doesn’t even smile. Barely even looks.

A touch would be something. Not sexual (necessarily). My neck or shoulder would do.

His hands, though, are in his drawer.

Something like sadness pools in my stomach. Sadness is too passive maybe because this feeling is as needy as hunger, as longing as regret. I should say something.

‘I’m proud of you,’ is what I said to Cass a few months ago, when she asked if I’d take her to the doctor, telling me she wanted – needed – to go on the pill.

‘Proud of me? For having sex?’ My daughter’s voice was curdled in the sarcasm she’d developed overnight at thirteen. Five years on though, it’s mellowed, not sharp but warm and infused with laughter that suggests she may well believe her mother is lame, but there is also a part of her that believes she is cool.

‘For talking things through.’ My finger hovered over the light switch on her bedroom wall, tempted to turn it back on but knowing that despite her maturity, her honesty, Cass prefers, like me, to have these more awkward conversations in the dark. ‘With George,’ I said. ‘About when, how, where.’

‘My body, my choice.’ She’d chimed it, almost weary, a frayed and over-used mantra. But despite that persistent flicker of sarcasm, when I closed her door behind me, I congratulated myself on a job well done.

Because wasn’t she doing what I’d always wanted? Exploring safely with curiosity and control.

‘Got it.’ Harry pulls a bow tie from beneath the cluster of his grey and black boxers, the same style he wore when I met him when I was twenty-one.

Does he even remember?

Another mirror, wider, taller than the one I’m standing in front of now. To the side of a super-king in Edinburgh, where I was stripped of everything but this underwear, its pink almost gaudy against the winter pale of my skin. But colours were different in his shadow. He twisted my neck so I could observe him via the glass, watch ourselves and each other as we… what? What was it then? When the curves and smells and gasps of our bodies were so deliciously – so obsessively – new?

He arched my back, and my throat opened in a thirsty groan that came, I realised even then, from two versions of me. The one who felt and the one who performed. I closed my eyes, opened my mouth and dropped to my knees on the floor.

I remember dressing for dinner afterwards, catching this just-fucked glimpse of myself and wondering if I’d ever be this attractive again.

Our desire lingered. The air was so thick with it we cancelled our reservation and ordered instead to the room.

What if this evening we didn’t have our separate plans? Would Harry stop dressing, stop whistling. And if he did, would I tell him, as I did that night, to push the knickers aside if he liked but, no matter what happened, I wanted them on because I loved how I both felt and looked in them. Lucien – my first boyfriend – had set that trend, laying my first matching set on his bed ready for my arrival. He liked the idea of me wearing them with my uniform, only the two of us knowing my power in what lay beneath.

When that relationship ended, I continued buying the expensive bras and thongs. The fact I barely had any money didn’t stop me. Isn’t that the point of a credit card? To allow you to become the person you couldn’t otherwise afford to be. But while it’s crass, perhaps, to say so, the money I didn’t have but spent anyway in Agent Provocateur and Coco de Mer meant something. About me and the value I saw in myself. Or at least I thought it did at the time.

Our bed now is soft when I fall onto it, the ceiling unreflective, plain. I shut my eyes and will myself into the twenty-something body that felt so furiously. The body that affected men like Lucien and Harry and – as much as I don’t want to give more light to the tiny and pathetic part of me that aches for it – men like those drinkers this evening. Whether my skin goose-bumped or flinched would depend on who was doing the looking. Whatever, wherever, whoever, though, I came to expect it, need it, that hungry heat from men’s fervent eyes.

‘New undies?’ Harry’s lips press into my forehead for just long enough to erase my frown. I run my hand across my belly, grateful for the pseudo flatness that comes with lying prone.

Undies doesn’t speak to lace and passion, does it. It speaks to the overworn M&S bikini-brief five-pack in my drawer.

When I open my eyes, Harry’s back is to me, at the bedroom door already, his arms pushing through the sleeves of his jacket, hands brushing dust from his cuffs. He turns before he leaves.

‘We could?’ His words alone aren’t a question, but there’s no denying the whispering nerves that have crept into our marriage and settled between our sheets. ‘Later, I mean.’

‘That would be nice,’ I say, immediately wishing I’d paused, allowed time for a better adjective, something more seductive than a word I’d use to describe my mother’s home-made jam.

I roll over, reaching for the inevitable, remembering the flood of pleasure I used to get so regularly with Harry but making do now with its more easily obtainable relation: the alert of an Instagram like interrupting the mindless scroll of my phone.

MAIL ONLINE

The Minister for Housing and Urban Development, Lionel Morgan, well known for his exuberant sense of humour, has come under fire after allegedly suggesting a female Ofsted inspector was ‘in need of a good shag’. The Shrewsbury and Atcham MP’s comment was said to have been made on a night out with fellow parents from his children’s school. Heard joking that one of the women from the group of inspectors assessing the local primary appeared to ‘suffer from resting bitch face’, Morgan also allegedly suggested the school stood a better chance of maintaining its Outstanding status if ‘one of the dads stepped up to take one for the team’.

Morgan has denied the allegations.






CASS

In the quickly darkening ballroom, this close to the scourge of black suits, I am made of untanned skin that glows a moonish pale.

Sophie has warned, no hissed, we are running ten minutes behind schedule. In a more familiar mood, she’d told me she’d been in my shoes. But if that were true, surely she’d know exactly how tough it is to gather dirty plates and pour Champagne or wine or whisky when there are jokes demanding laughter, gestures for missing cutlery and requests for friendly light-hearted chat. There are other, grander gestures now too: bids on a racing-car experience, a weekend in Marbella, a signed poster of a 1970s footballer and, ‘one for the absent wives,’ the auctioneer says, a pamper day at a nearby spa.

In this first half of the auction, run during crème brûlée and stilton, the money is coming hard and fast, the lots are a distraction for the men and a break for us, the guests’ mouths and fingers busy with spending. They may have been too preoccupied to read about the work carried out by these benefacted organisations but, if their donations are anything to go by, the men care, genuinely, about helping those less fortunate than themselves.

‘Benevolent,’ is how Sophie had described the bidders. And it’s true. What one of them paid for an A3 photo of a man heading a ball is triple what I could earn in an entire month of full-time waitressing. The more intuitive diners are aware of this; the way they’re sliding notes into girls’ palms, their cash a kind of apology, fused with a tremble of appreciation. Or glee.

‘Here,’ one of them says now, beckoning me with a slight lift of his chin. Reaching into his pocket, he removes a fifty from a money clip his wife probably gave him for his sixtieth birthday. His cheeks plump when he grins.

When he’d asked me earlier about hobbies, I’d said, ‘With studying and work, hobbies aren’t something I really have time for,’ which, like the accent I adopted, wasn’t exactly true, but something stopped me from revealing anything too personal.

‘What would you do?’ He presses now. ‘If time, money allowed?’

Travel, I think. Far far away. I glance at the huge portrait on the wall. ‘Paint?’

He doesn’t notice how it comes out like a question. ‘A little extra then.’ He leans in closer so he can say it quietly, as if not wanting to make a fuss of his gift. ‘For you to have fun with.’ He bites his bottom lip. ‘Think of me, won’t you, when you buy yourself canvas and oils.’

My smile is enough, I hope, to show my gratitude. Not so big though that he’ll know I’ve never touched a fifty. Seen one, sure. You don’t go to private school for five years and not witness flashes of that kind of money. But the ease with which he hands it over suggests a new level of wealth. Or a new level of expectation. There’s a sharp twinge in my gut. Anxiety? Excitement? Ms Standing told us in a year-ten public-speaking workshop that, physiologically, these are practically the same thing. ‘It’s what you do with the feeling that counts,’ she said. ‘Think about whether the situation you’re in is genuinely dangerous or if, instead, it’s a chance for good things to come your way.’ Hadn’t Sophie called tonight an opportunity? ‘If you focus on the positive,’ Standing’s face had softened into a smile, ‘you’ll present not only as more capable, but as friendlier too. Friendly is good, girls,’ she’d said. ‘Friendly will serve you well.’

‘Thank you,’ I mouth.

Money-Clip’s pinkie brushes my hand.

A man, much like all the other men, red-faced, booming and bow tied, approaches. ‘Evening, Rodg, will I see you at the after party this year?’

‘No can do.’ Money-Clip stretches his arms wide, oblivious to the fact he almost knocks several drinks from another waitress’s tray. ‘I’m heading off after this. Let’s just say I have something especially sweet waiting at my hotel.’

‘We’re approaching our final lot before we break for some entertainment.’ The auctioneer’s call sends a rumble of anticipation through the crowd.

Money-Clip clicks his fingers, demands eight tequilas. ‘Dutch courage. After his miserly avoidance tactics last year, Scrooge here promised me he’d bid tonight.’ He waggles a thumb in the direction of one of the more sedate guests who, when an earlier request for bread turned into a joke about large baps, had leant back in his seat, twisting his head away from his fellow diners, to ask me quietly if I was OK.

‘Generosity comes more easily to some than others, eh.’ Money-Clip winks, nodding at my fist, where the fifty, despite how easily he’d folded it, is unwieldy, heavy almost, in my palm.

On my way to get their drinks, I do what I’ve seen the other girls do and tuck the money inside the band of my skirt.

‘I’ve never liked tequila,’ the sympathetic Scrooge says when I place a shot in front of him a few minutes later. ‘Or auctions,’ he mumbles. ‘Or my boss, for that matter.’ He throws his head back to swallow the shot. A violent shake after, and he lifts his index finger the way the other men have when they’ve wanted to place a bid.

Money-Clip takes his own glass from my tray and raises it. His face is made of ruddied cheeks and satisfied smile. ‘Attaboy!’ he says, and Sympathetic Scrooge shrugs, like, what’s a man to do?

I stand aside.

The auctioneer switches to the next slide on his PowerPoint, a photo of a beautiful white woman with short black pen lines forming an almost semi-circle beneath her eye. There is a hand holding a scalpel and another gently cupping her chin. ‘How apt that we’ve already had interest from one of this evening’s sponsors.’ He points aggressively at my table. ‘Weston & Mayfair, gentlemen. Shropshire’s leading estate agents and so very used to dealing with what’s known in their trade as a “fixer upper”. This lot is perfect for you then, Sir.’ He eyeballs Sympathetic Scrooge. ‘Rumour has it that “fixer-upper” is exactly how your fellow agents describe your wife!’

Money-Clip roars.

Sympathetic Scrooge snatches the shot glass I’d placed in front of his neighbour and necks it. His eyes glass over, and I can’t tell if he’s buoyed or shamed by the foot stomps and applause. He no longer looks at me or asks if I’m OK.

Money-Clip waves his hand at the table, indicating I’m to clear away his plate and its half a cracker and a soft crust of expensive stinky cheese.

The bidding starts, and there’s much excitement when the auctioneer asks if anyone's in need of filler.

‘Your wife?’ Money-Clip shunts his chair backwards a foot or so and calls to Sympathetic Scrooge. ‘I’d filler,’ he says, spreading his legs significantly farther apart, blocking the narrow path I’ve been weaving through.

That stab in my gut again.

‘You OK, Cass?’ Sophie’s hand is gentle on my back. ‘The after-dinner speaker is on in ten, and it seems your guests are in need of a top-up.’

‘A top-up?’ My voice is as off as that congealed Stilton.

‘We’re not here to judge.’ My aunt’s tone and that small shake of her head suggest otherwise. Thing is, I don’t think it’s the drunks Sophie is judging, it’s me. ‘The guys getting a little lively? Don’t worry, they’ll have something far more interesting to gawp at in a minute.’ Everything about Sophie is suddenly softer. ‘Their attention won’t be on you when Luke Rock’s up there on the stage!’

‘Luke Rock? But he’s—’

‘Huge!’ Her eyes are wide.

“Huge” is true. Luke Rock is one of the UK’s biggest stars, though I could think of other adjectives to describe him.

‘A sexist, racist, classist pig,’ is how Maya put it when Liv and I met her outside the headmaster’s office, where she was suspended by Herring, having already received a police caution for burning library books by what the Shropshire Star had called a “much-loved comedian”. ‘You know what makes it even worse?’ Maya had asked fifteen minutes later when we were sat in a greasy spoon. Her fingertip toyed with the salt and pepper grinds sprinkled across the red-and-white checked cloth. ‘When Luke Rock first made that gross foreign-ade joke, I talked with the school librarian about banning his books from the library, and it was escalated to Herring, who said that was censorship, and he wasn’t in favour of suppressing ideas or information, especially, he said, when the ideas and information belong to a man who’s doing so much to help others battle addiction. That man has people blinkered.’

Maya’s right. When Dad brought up that same news story about the secret recording of Rock saying a high-end brasserie might do better if its staff weren’t “off the boats”, Mum wasn’t as outraged as I expected by the punchline that all migrant waiters doss about at the bar drinking their bloody foreign-ade. ‘At least he’s apologised,’ she said.

I wonder what Maya would say if she could hear Sophie’s announcement now: ‘Luke Rock, everybody!’

The funny-man-come-reality-TV-judge-come-sobriety-guru makes his way to the stage.

The room is a pre-emptive standing ovation of long and burly applause. His first move, once the crowd is seated, is to nod at Money-Clip, who has summoned me with a mere tap of his glass to pour him yet more Pinot Noir.

‘I’ll have whatever you’re having,’ Rock says. When he points, it’s not at the wine. He’s, what, twenty feet away, but the end of the comedian’s finger is a cigarette end burning into my chest.

I get it now, why Liv didn’t want to return.






EVE

A message from Charlotte tells me she’ll be fifteen minutes. The slightly too-tight band of my nostalgic bra digs in deeper when I sit on the sofa. I am not – and will never be again – the same woman who wore this ridiculous underwear with sensuality and poise. I press the power button on the remote, and the TV screen fills the sitting room with its cool invasive light. A man in a green-striped shirt and matching tie is keen to reassure the newsreader and viewers that the police are doing their utmost to find nineteen-year-old Lucy Corrigan. This is, he says, an isolated incident, no need for more widespread concern. The camera cuts to a pink missing-person poster stuck to a lamppost with a photograph of a beautiful blonde woman, who looks not that dissimilar to my only child.

My call to Cass goes to voicemail. I leave her a message. WhatsApp her, too.


Me: Hope this evening’s going OK. Please get a taxi when you’re done. Any problem, call me. Your dad’s out with mates tonight, last minute thing, and I forgot to tell him you’d taken this job with Sophie. Don’t stay too late XXX



On the news, the presenter is direct to camera. His steady, baritone voice, no matter the world’s hysteria, instils a sense of calm. Not quite mollified, though, I call my sister.

‘I can only be quick,’ Sophie whispers. ‘But Cass is fine. Doing a grand job. From your earlier message, sounds like you need to focus your attention elsewhere.’

I’d told her about Harry’s proposition.

‘I get six months is a pretty long time, Evie,’ I don’t tell her it’s more like sixteen, ‘…But your hymen won’t have grown back, you know. You’re married. You’ve had sex with Harry, like, a million times already. How hard can it be? No pun intended.’

I pour myself a second glass of rosé though can’t really remember drinking the first.

Sophie’s exhale when I don’t say anything isn’t exasperated but contrite. ‘I’ve got to go. The entertainment’s in full swing and,’ she pauses and, in a conversation I assume is with one her staff, says something about playful banter and understanding the mood of the room. ‘Listen,’ she says, switching to a softer wiser tone that always confirms my position as the younger of the two of us. ‘You know my feelings about men. I only have a hundred of them here tonight because it’s so good for the charities. But Harry’s one of the good ones. What was it you said when you met him? That he was your Head over Feet guy?’

‘Oh god, I did, didn’t I.’ It was a reference to Alanis Morissette. One of the few tracks on the Jagged Little Pill album our dad could abide because ‘for once the woman doesn’t sound like an angry wailing banshee’.

‘Like in the song,’ Sophie says. ‘Harry was different from the others. Sweet.’

‘Right.’ It’s true. Harry was patient and healthy and brave. ‘But.’

‘But what? Have you thought perhaps…’ Our call is audio only, but that doesn’t mean I can’t picture my sister’s face. The gentle chewing of her inside lip that means what she’s about to say is potentially awkward. ‘Is it always on him? My point is, do you ever make the first move?’

‘I…’ I start, but how to continue? ‘I did. Before, I mean. When things… when I—’

‘Typical.’ She might be whispering, but my sister’s contempt when she cuts in is loud and clear. ‘I realise it’s not exactly your forte, but if you want something, Eve, it’s up to you to make sure you get it.’

Despite its price tag, the wine is acid on my tongue. ‘Like my Alanis album you stole? I seem to recall making it very clear I wanted that.’

‘You’re seriously citing an example from twenty-eight years ago?’ Sophie’s laughter verges on unkind. ‘Talk about clutching. And the way I remember it, you listened obsessively for weeks then gave it to me. Said something about Laurence or Lucien or whatever you insisted on calling your boyfriend despising Alanis and suggesting you focus instead on a more sophisticated Blur. Amazing what influence comes with a bit of charisma!’ Sophie sighs. ‘Speaking of, my VIP’s on stage. You’ll understand later why I can’t possibly not give him my undivided attention.’

‘Sure,’ I say. ‘I’ll see you tomorr—’

But before I can even finish my sentence, my sister is gone.

I put my phone on the kitchen counter, resist the urge to google Lucien. My infamous ex. Another alert about Lucy Corrigan. Her parents have issued an appeal for information.

The two ticks next to my earlier WhatsApp to Cass aren’t yet blue. If she’s not read the first, a second message won’t make a difference, but I can’t stop myself.


Me: I don’t want to nag but… TAXI! Please. I can’t stop thinking about the news x
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