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PROLOGUE

Kate

Before I realise what’s happening I’ve hoisted myself up onto the bathroom windowsill.

The window is already open. Gratefully, I take in a huge breath of damp evening air. The windowsill is an especially wide and sturdy one. But it’s still quite a manoeuvre to push my straight navy-blue work skirt up over my ample hips without toppling off. Now my knickers – the ones my husband refers to as ‘those massive drawers’ – are visible through my sheer tights. I couldn’t care less. The bathroom door is locked and there’s no one in here but me. Slowly and steadily, I feed a leg through the open window.

Briefly, I glance down at my white blouse, the kind my boss at the hotel insists on as part of our uniform, and wonder what she’d think if she could see me now. If she’d reckon I’m ‘projecting professionalism’ as I find myself stuck with one leg in and the other dangling outside. The ‘window straddle’, I think you’d call it in yoga – attempted only by the drunk or insane.

Pull yourself back in before you rupture something you idiot! I tell myself.

Right leg in, or left leg out to join it? I picture me and George, my little brother, doing the hokey-cokey around our living room back in Glasgow, singing and laughing then stopping abruptly when the front door flew open, signifying that Daddy was home.

The dancing stopped then. We scurried, quietly, to our rooms.

Now I glance back, my gaze skimming our bathroom fittings. The bath, washbasin and loo are the precise, lurid shade of a blackcurrant Starburst sweet. ‘How about we change them?’ I suggested recently. ‘The colour’s getting to me a bit.’

‘They’re kitsch,’ Vince insisted. ‘I love them.’

My mother does too. She loves everything here – my husband especially. ‘Oh, you’re so lucky to have a man like Vince,’ she’s gushed more times than I can count. ‘You really landed on your feet there, Kate!’

My name is Kate Weaver, and I’m forty-nine years old and not so sure that I have. Yes, I’ve landed here, in this quiet cul-de-sac – by default. But it feels like I am flailing in space. Which I am, kind of. At least, flailing on a windowsill in a 1960s bungalow. I look out at our garden and all the other, virtually identical bungalows surrounding us in the fading evening light.

The final straw, they call it. The thing that made her snap. And suddenly, this leg in/leg out dilemma feels enormous, and it’s crucial that I make the right choice.

It feels like the most important decision of my life.


CHAPTER ONE

Two days earlier

Being married to a comedian is no joke.

You might think it would be. Maybe you imagine life being hilarious all the time. Undoubtably, Vince’s material is funny – but living with him is not. If our marriage were a comedy show I’d regret even buying a ticket.

If that sounds harsh, here’s what happens as I lift a tray of gnarly brown lumps from the fridge.

‘What the hell are they?’ he asks in surprise.

‘Easter nests,’ I reply.

‘But it’s not Easter, is it? Unless they’ve shifted things around this year? It does get me,’ he rattles on, smirking, ‘that Easter’s this moveable feast. Imagine if Christmas was like that. How would turkey farmers manage it? You’d have fattened birds in February—’

‘Vince,’ I cut in. ‘I do know it’s not Easter, okay? So I’m renaming them Chocolate Clusters.’

‘Genius,’ he enthuses. ‘Because they don’t look like nests. More like the deposits of a medium-sized dog with digestive issues—’

‘Yes, okay. Thank you.’ He’s right, though. I’d chosen to make them because they didn’t need any cooking. (They’re just melted chocolate, butter and bashed-up Shredded Wheat.) But I didn’t have the chance to buy any mini eggs to fill them with, and they look pretty gross.

Vince pats my shoulder. ‘Never mind, Kate. People will buy any old crap at a bake sale just to shut up their kids.’

‘Thanks!’ I exclaim. ‘That’s really supportive . . .’

‘Aw, stop making a fuss. It’s not a competition, is it? It’s the taking part that counts . . .’ What does Vince know about these fundraising events? He’s never ‘taken part’ in one in his life.

‘I just don’t want to let them down,’ I mutter. In fact it’s not simply a matter of producing something that people will pay good money for. It’s also about fitting in. I’ve been to every drinks do and coffee morning going since we left London nine months ago. Now it seems I’m trying to woo myself some new friends with offerings that could have been made by an unsupervised five-year-old.

‘What are you doing for the bake sale?’ For weeks now the question has reverberated around this genteel Buckinghamshire town. It’s a well-established feature of Shugbury’s book festival, and initially – thinking it would get me off the hook – I volunteered to be a general helper. But one bright afternoon, when my guard was down: ‘You’ll be able to knock up something, won’t you, Kate?’ Chief organiser Deborah swooped on me in the street.

‘Yes, of course,’ I replied cheerfully. Naturally, being a man, Vince wasn’t expected to involve himself with it.

My friends back in London would think I’m crazy, worrying about my substandard nests. ‘Just buy something on the way there!’ Tash would say with a honking laugh. She wouldn’t understand that that simply isn’t the done thing. So, with Vince still chuckling and making disparaging remarks, I set off with my Tupperware box.

*

At least I’m contributing, I tell myself as I arrive at the park on this bright June morning. Shugbury’s book festival is the highlight of the year around here. In the distance, next to the face-painting stall, the bake sale table shimmers like a terrible mirage.

Closer now, I can see that it’s not the taking part that matters. And it most definitely is a competition. For here we have:

Exhibit A. Deborah Spragg’s red velvet cake. Triple layered and topped with creamy swirls, it rightfully commands centre stage.

Exhibit B. Agata Kemp’s pastel-hued macarons. So pretty are they, they could have come from a fancy French patisserie. Whereas my shabby offerings appear to have tumbled from the bowels of the unwell.

Tightening my grip on my box, I start to sweat. I can’t do this. I can’t foist them on our town’s well-heeled inhabitants. No one will thank me or even think, At least she brought something.

It would be like trying to offload your rank old knickers at a charity shop. ‘I’m not sure we can sell these, thank you.’ Meaning: Please take them away.

I eye the towering cake, the beautiful macarons, the plumptious muffins and perfect custard tarts. The bake sale raises funds for the festival. But more importantly it’s a test of one’s domestic talents – because here in Shugbury it’s forever 1957.

Thankfully, the stall is being manned by a woman I don’t recognise, and so far no one I know has spotted me. At least, I hope they haven’t. Feigning casualness, I glide away.

Vince would love the fact that I’m too ashamed to hand over my contributions. Luckily – albeit not surprisingly – he has yet to show up. He’ll probably be lying on the sofa, being pestered by Jarvis for a walk. That’s Jarvis as in Cocker – as in spaniel – who belongs to Edie, my stepdaughter. We’re looking after him while she works in the States.

In a quiet corner of the park, I peel the lid off my box, take one last look at my misshapen creations and wonder what to do next. At just gone nine-thirty people are arriving already, checking out the stalls and chatting in groups. A marquee has been erected for the weekend of author events. Vince’s was the first to sell out (as well as working the stand-up comedy circuit he has also written a book of humorous observations on everyday life). So we have that to come later. But first, what to do with my offerings? As I came here on foot, without a bag or anything to hide them in, my only option is to bin them – Tupperware and all. Then I can get on with my duties as general helper and think no more about it.

Spotting a litter bin by the park’s entrance I head, missile-like, towards it. My plan is to casually sling my box into it as I stride past – like a thief disposing of a stolen handbag. I quicken my pace, focusing hard on the solid metallic receptacle that’ll save me from mockery from the likes of Deborah and Agata – those properly functioning kitchen doyennes with their piping bags and silicone moulds in every conceivable shape.

Deborah lives at the end of our road and pops out, like a cuckoo, whenever she spots Vince strolling by. I once made the mistake of calling her Debbie and was sharply corrected. Here she comes now, an Amazonian six-footer in a billowing maxi dress, waving as she sweeps towards me. I march onwards, my gaze fixed determinedly ahead.

‘Kate,’ she calls out. ‘Hey, Kate!’

Keep walking. Pretend you haven’t heard and for God’s sake don’t look back—

‘KATE! HEY! WAIT!’

I stop and turn, feigning surprise. ‘Deborah, hi!’

‘You seem in a hurry,’ she remarks with a frown. Her coppery hair shimmers in the sunshine and her puff-sleeved dress is the precise green of a well-fed lawn.

‘Just nipping to the shop,’ I fib.

Her expression softens. ‘Doesn’t everything look great? And aren’t we lucky with this weather?’

‘We are, yes!’

She beams, exposing sturdy white teeth that could crack through a roof tile. ‘Can’t wait for Vince’s event,’ she enthuses. ‘It’ll be the highlight of the festival. Oh, is that something for the bake sale?’ Her gaze drops to the box in my clammy grip.

‘It’s nothing,’ I say quickly. ‘I was just going to—’

‘Let’s have it then.’

I wince and step away. ‘It just looked like there was so much stuff on the stall already . . .’ Stuff? Deborah’s red velvet creation isn’t ‘stuff’.

‘The more the merrier,’ she insists, going to grab at the box which causes me, instinctively, to tighten my grip. But Deborah is a mighty woman with a will of steel, and she wrangles the thing off me in a move so sudden and violent, the ill-fitting lid springs off (we have something like 625 Tupperware boxes yet not one possesses a properly fitting lid) and the sorry contents spill out onto the ground.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she exclaims.

‘It doesn’t matter. It’s absolutely fine,’ I insist. ‘They didn’t actually turn out too well . . .’

She grimaces and peers down. ‘What are they?’

‘Um, nests. I mean clusters. Chocolate clusters . . .’

‘Oh.’ Her sleeves, which until a second ago were as puffed up as airbags, seem to have deflated a little. Then someone calls her name and she brightens. ‘Scuse me, Kate. I think I’m needed,’ she announces, and swishes away across the park.

I turn back, about to gather up the sorry items so I can bin them and pretend this never happened. But already a terse-looking woman has grabbed the hand of a little boy.

‘Don’t stand in that, Casper,’ she barks at him. Then, seemingly to no one in particular: ‘On festival day too, with children here. How hard is it to pick up after your dog?’


CHAPTER TWO

It wasn’t always like this with Vince and me. We met when I’d just turned twenty-four and I fell completely head-over-heels in love.

Tash and I had gone along to an open mic comedy night. We’d endured a succession of braying male comedians all projecting rock-solid self-belief. It was like being shouted at by one man after another, and we were on the verge of going home when this skinny guy with a shock of dark reddish hair shambled onto the stage. Immediately I knew he was different. In black corduroys and a maroon crew-necked sweater, he looked like a probationary geography teacher.

If he had been a teacher, his class would have sensed weakness in him and made his lesson hell. And indeed, the audience soon identified his nervousness.

‘Get off, mate!’ someone yelled.

Vince struggled on gamely. However, I caught the haunted look in his eyes that reminded me of my little brother, when he’d come home from school at twelve years old with a bruised face and his smart leather music case gone. A bunch of boys had attacked him, stolen his case and burned his piano music with a cigarette lighter.

I’d never been so angry in my life.

And now, in this scruffy basement club, I wondered if this Vince Weaver who was up there, dying on stage, had been bullied as a kid. Because there was definitely a vulnerability there – even though his material was original and very funny. And I wondered, is that why he’s doing this? As a way of telling his bullies to fuck off?

‘Enough, mate! You’re shit!’ yelled the man next to us.

Incensed, I swung around and snapped, ‘Would you shut the hell up?’

‘What’s it to you?’ he shot back.

‘You’re being a jerk, all right? That’s what it is to me. Give the guy a break.’ I turned back to the stage and caught the comedian’s eye.

For a moment, he held on to my gaze like a lifeline as I tried to project a message: You’re good. You can do this. Ignore the twats. He had lovely eyes, I noticed: deep brown, kind of intense. And a great smile too, because now he was smiling, and as he carried on with his act he seemed to grow in stature and belief in himself. The heckling had stopped and he was owning it, as people say now. But a quarter of a century ago it was just, ‘He’s actually pretty good! Don’t you think?’ That was from the girlfriend of the heckling guy. She caught my eye and smiled.

After the gig, Vince found Tash and me by the bar, and insisted on buying us drinks – not to be flash but because he wanted to thank us, he said.

He didn’t say what for. But I knew.

*

We met again the next night, and the one after that. Just the two of us, obviously. No Tash. At twenty-nine Vince was five years older than me, and I liked that, after dating guys my own age. He just seemed a bit more worldly, and on our third date he told me that he was the father of a little girl. ‘That’s amazing!’ I said. ‘Why didn’t you say before?’

‘Didn’t want to put you off,’ he replied with a shrug.

‘It wouldn’t have put me off,’ I told him. ‘Now I know you must have a responsible side buried somewhere in there too.’ I grinned at him and he laughed.

‘Don’t know about that.’

It was true, though. I was thrilled by this new information because I loved babies and kids. As soon as I’d been old enough I’d been expected to play a part in taking care of George, because Mum worked all hours and simply couldn’t do it all herself. I was delighted to meet my new boyfriend’s daughter, and hoped I’d be able to get to know her – because I was crazy about Vince. He was such fun, and so handsome with those conker-brown eyes that hinted at adventure and naughtiness.

After we’d been together for a few months he’d kind of grown into himself, and his confidence had blossomed. I loved being with him, kissing him deeply as we wrapped ourselves around each other. He made me feel complete. And gradually I got to know his daughter, Edie – an adorable toddler who saw her dad on the weekends. The rest of the time she lived with her mum, Roxanne, a former model and still a dedicated party girl, by all accounts.

A year after we’d met, Vince decided that Edie would have a more stable life with us, just for the time being. Roxanne didn’t put up any resistance, and for Edie, moving from her mum’s ramshackle farm in Kent to a flat in London seemed like a wonderful adventure.

Did I mind? I absolutely didn’t because Edie was an adorable girl who needed to feel settled and safe, just as I had. The fact that Vince cared so deeply about her made me love him even more.

Of course, ‘just for the time being’ turned out to be a permanent arrangement as Edie started nursery, and made friends, and we found a fantastic childminder (actually, I found Fatima) and we became a proper little family. Vince was gigging as much as he could, as well as doing shifts in our local pub. My clerical work was hardly scintillating but it paid reasonably well and we managed to get by. We moved to a bigger flat, and Edie started school and had her dance classes and drama club and Brownies. I took her to all of those and got to know the other mums, even though they were all so much older than me.

My friends had stopped saying, ‘You’re so young to be a stepmum!’ because they could see how happy the three of us were. Vince was nudging his way up on the comedy circuit, and I’d accepted my lot as an office worker – until fate led me in a new direction.

As Vince was often away doing gigs, Edie and I would head to our local museum where there were activities for parents and kids. We did brass rubbings and made Viking hats with papier-mâché horns, becoming such regulars that we got to know the staff. I was tipped off about a job vacancy on the front desk. After landing that, I worked my way up to be an assistant curator – ‘ass-cure’ as Vince delighted in calling it – of the childhood section: the historical toys, doll’s houses and the like.

‘She’s a world expert on skipping ropes,’ Vince would announce at parties.

I didn’t mind the teasing because I loved my work, and I was proud of getting where I was, without a degree or any training apart from what I’d learnt on the job. I really believed I had a charmed life.

When Vince proposed I was over the moon. We crammed a community hall with our friends and families, and I couldn’t help noticing how queasy his parents looked, and that they made no attempt to hide it. I just wasn’t posh enough for them. However, my mum glowed with pride. ‘You’re such a lucky girl,’ she kept telling me.

I was delighted that he’d charmed her, saying things like, ‘Honestly, Joyce, you and Kate could pass for sisters!’ She’d blush and giggle. (I hadn’t even known Mum was capable of giggling until then.) Meanwhile his parents had left our wedding reception early, seemingly ‘in a hurry to get back’.

‘D’you think you’ll ever want to move back to Shugbury?’ I asked him on our Cornish honeymoon. Really, I wanted reassurance that nothing would change now we were married.

‘God, no,’ he exclaimed. ‘I’d rather die.’

‘Why?’ I asked, relieved.

‘’Cause it’s full of posh wankers,’ he said.

It wasn’t that he’d lied. But people change, I discovered. As the years roll by, they change more than you could have ever imagined.

Or maybe they weren’t who you thought they were after all.

We became more distant from one another. When he wasn’t away gigging, Vince would be installed at his desk, working on material, locked in a world of his own. He was still a good dad, in that he celebrated Edie’s every achievement and was always affectionate and sweet with her. I mean, he loves her. That’s never been in doubt. However, he became less inclined to involve himself in the practicalities of our lives. If I felt put upon and resentful sometimes, I reckoned that was just part of being together when the sparkle had dimmed.

Meanwhile Edie grew up, went off to Manchester University and returned to live with friends in Brixton. She’d landed a job doing social media for an animal charity, and announced that she had adopted Jarvis, a nervous spaniel, when it hadn’t worked out with his adoptive family. A dog in a young people’s house share? I wasn’t sure it was the best idea but she insisted it would be fine. She’d always loved animals and nature. Her favourite part of the museum had been the natural history section. Then last year she announced that she’d been offered a paid internship at a marine research centre on the north-east coast of the United Sates, and would be living in Maine for six months. We hadn’t even known she’d applied.

She was thrilled and we were delighted for her, although we missed her terribly. Meanwhile, as Edie’s young life was opening up in thrilling ways, mine had hit a kind of dead end. I still loved my job and my colleagues; they weren’t the problem. The issue was at home. With Edie gone, there was no diluting of the Vince effect. It was just me and him and the glaring fact that he now did virtually nothing around the flat.

Working full-time, I’d come home to plunge into cooking, cleaning and picking things up off the floor. I wasn’t a pushover. I’d try to discuss it and reason with him, and sometimes I’d boil over with rage.

How had this happened? I’d been brought up by a single mum who’d had the guts to leave a violent man, and tolerated no crap from anyone. Something had to change, I decided – or I’d combust. And then it did. And after decades of slogging away in crummy clubs, being heckled and pelted with boiled sweets on occasion, my husband’s fortune changed.

Just shy of his fiftieth birthday, Vince became famous.


CHAPTER THREE

Being Shugbury Book Festival’s main attraction, Vince’s author talk is the last event of the day. The marquee is packed, the audience poised in rapt attention. While he’s up there on stage, being interviewed by Deborah, I man the book stand, ready to take care of sales.

‘I know you were amazingly successful before,’ she gushes, ‘but things really took off for you with the Scotland series, didn’t they?’

‘Well, kind of.’ Vince smiles self-deprecatingly. ‘It was an amazing experience, facing the elements with the guys. I’d always fancied doing something like that.’

Hmm, that’s not quite the true picture. Along with a bunch of fellow jobbing comedians, Vince had been invited to take part in a week-long Highland hike.

‘Fuck, no,’ he said initially, even though it would be filmed for TV. Scotland was freezing, he moaned to me. ‘And they want us to stay in these little shepherds’ huts. They don’t have any heating! Or places to plug things in! I’ll be found frozen to death, savaged by – what do they have up there?’

Mainly rabbits, deer and squirrels, I told him. (Having spent my early childhood in Glasgow, I’d been taken by Mum on several camping trips to the wilds of Perthshire.) And what would he need to plug in? Hair straighteners? ‘A phone charger might come in handy,’ he muttered.

Vince grudgingly agreed to take part, and the show turned out to be a surprise hit.

‘Did your life change after that?’ Deborah asks now.

‘Not at all,’ Vince says firmly. ‘For me, everything revolves around my family. And no way would they let me get above myself . . .’ They both chuckle, while I wonder if I’ve heard correctly.

‘So you’re very much hands on?’ she prompts him.

‘God, yeah. Ask my wife . . .’ There’s a collective ripple of laughter and a few people glance round and beam at me, unaware of how things really panned out after the show. There were more TV appearances and gigs in bigger, grander venues. Vince’s ‘thing’ on the Scottish trek had been his endearing inability to read a map, light a fire or in fact do anything useful at all. Pretty soon he’d gained a publishing deal and dashed out a book about the things he can’t do that men are supposed to excel at. Stuff like changing a tyre, using power tools without suffering personal injury, and investigating scary noises in the night. ‘Being crap at manly stuff’ had become Vince’s brand. Not only that, but as something of a celebrity now, he was not only avoiding all domestic matters at home – but also expecting me to wait on him, like a maid.

‘When’s dinner happening?’ he’d shout from Edie’s old room in our London flat, which we’d turned into his study.

‘I’m just in from work,’ I’d call back. ‘I don’t know what it’s going to be, let alone when it’s happening.’ Did he expect me to pull a perfectly roasted chicken from inside my coat? Very occasionally he’d put a wash on – but if I didn’t unload it the damp laundry would’ve been left in there for eternity, reeking of rotten cabbages.

‘And now, luckily for us, you’ve moved back to Shugbury where you grew up,’ Deborah enthuses.

‘Yeah.’ He grins. ‘It seemed like the right thing to leave London when we did. And we love it here. The peace, the beauty, the people of course . . .’ She simpers and touches his knee, and again several people look round at me, unaware of how Vince had once described Shugbury’s residents.

As an only child, he knew he’d inherit the house when first his dad, then his mum passed away a couple of years ago. But I’d assumed he’d sell it or let it out. I still loved London, where my beloved museum job, my mum and brother and all my friends were. Our flat was rented but our landlord had barely raised the rent in fifteen years. However, Vince had decided that we should move to his parents’ place – that we’d be ‘crazy not to’.

Hang on! Hold those horses! Hadn’t he said he’d never move back?

‘It’ll be a fresh start for us,’ he insisted when I voiced my objections. ‘We’ll have a home that’s properly ours, with a garden.’

What did he want a garden for? Vince wouldn’t know a hoe if it smacked him on the forehead. I suggested that, if he wanted to buy a place, then we could think about that – IN LONDON. We certainly weren’t rich, but thanks to his book deal there would have been enough for a deposit. ‘But you’re sick of London,’ he retorted.

‘When have I ever said that?’ I asked, genuinely baffled.

‘Just the other day. You were complaining about that mattress in the road . . .’

‘That doesn’t mean I want to leave my job,’ I protested, ‘and all my friends and family—’

‘You took a photo of it and sent it to me.’

As we argued I could sense the ground shifting beneath my feet. It wasn’t the comforting rumble from the Central Line. It was more ominous than that. ‘Only to be funny,’ I muttered. ‘Only because they’d left a dirty sheet on it.’

‘Well, think how nice it’ll be, being able to go for country walks and never see anything disgusting,’ he retorted.

‘When have you ever enjoyed walking?’ I asked, reminding him of the fuss he’d made about ‘traversing a mountain range on foot’, as he’d put it – when the Scotland trek had been carefully plotted to avoid the tiniest hill. He wouldn’t even walk his daughter’s dog.

I felt trapped. Next thing he’d told Gareth, our kindly old hippie of a landlord, that we were giving notice on our tenancy. I knew then that I couldn’t win. At least, not without Vince and me breaking up, and what kind of ‘win’ would that be?

However bad things were, I still loved Vince and didn’t want us to split up. I was also worried about his mental health. He was bereaved – of course I sympathised – and now he yearned to return to his ‘roots’, as he put it.

So I gave my notice at the museum where I’d worked, happily, for nearly twenty years. Vince had often teased me that I’d become one of the exhibits and should have a label attached to my chest: Kate. Homo sapiens, female, Gen X era. Stepmother. Wife.

Was that it? I couldn’t help thinking. The whole of me could be summed up on a tiny printed card?

The day was wet and grey as Vince and I drove away from our Bethnal Green flat for the very last time. A silence hovered between us and I realised my hands were bunched into fists. ‘You said it was all posh wankers in Shugbury,’ I reminded him.

He frowned, looking shocked. ‘No, I didn’t. I never said that. Some of them are really nice.’

Now, as Deborah winds up the interview and the audience erupts into applause, I remind myself that I agreed to move here for the sake of our marriage. Yes, Vince was persuasive, but he didn’t force me. He didn’t drag me into the car and bind me with gaffer tape to the seat. So I’m going to make the very best of it, I decide, fixing on a bright smile as Vince joins me at the table and starts to sign copies of his new book.

He’s so good at this, I reflect as, swamped with fans, he jokes and laughs with each person in turn as I deal with the sales. If he’s pretty well known nationally, here in Shugbury he is something of a local hero.

Once the books are all sold, Deborah, Vince and I make our way out to the baking stall. She has organised for another batch of goodies to arrive first thing tomorrow, for the second and final day of the festival.

‘You were so great today, Vince,’ she enthuses, biting into the last remaining custard tart.

‘No, you were great, organising it all,’ he says.

She shrugs in an it-was-nothing kind of way, and turns to me. ‘I hate to laugh, Kate, but that was pretty funny about someone bagging up your chocolate thingies as if they were poos . . .’

‘Oh, yes.’ My laughter spills out in jagged shards. ‘You heard about that, did you?’

‘Yes, Agata saw you on your hands and knees, gathering them up . . .’ Agata of the perfect macarons, she means. ‘But we shouldn’t go on about it, should we?’ She cracks a sly grin at Vince. ‘At least you brought something . . .’

Vince smirks, perching on the sole chair at the stall. ‘Baking isn’t exactly in your skill set. Is it, darling?’

‘Apparently not,’ I reply.

‘But she has her talents,’ he adds, clearly unaware that I’m having to restrain myself from wrestling him to the ground.

‘I’m sure she does.’ Deborah beams at me. ‘Kate, would you mind checking the state of the Portaloos?’

I suspect I’m being exiled, leaving the coast clear for her to fawn some more over my husband. Perhaps she’ll hoick up her maxi dress and straddle him on that plastic chair. She can do what she wants, I decide furiously as I stomp away.

In a Portaloo I snap on disposable blue rubber gloves and violently squirt the loo seat with powerful disinfectant. Tomorrow Vince will be back here to do a second event (such was the demand for tickets, he agreed to a repeat performance). Meanwhile I’ll be safely occupied at the far end of town, on reception at Shugbury Spa Hotel. I don’t normally do weekends but they asked me to cover holiday leave. Now, I’m extremely glad I said yes.

It’s come to something, I realise as I give the toilet seat another vicious squirt, when spending my Sunday clopping about in excruciating high heels sounds like a treat.


CHAPTER FOUR

A brief account of my attempt to fit in in an affluent country town.

1. Never, ever describe where we live as an ‘estate’. Residents of Shugbury Old Town are snobbish about The Glade, a collection of 1960s bungalows plonked a little way out into the countryside. From visits to Vince’s parents I realised that this has fuelled a rabid neighbourhood pride, and the place has the eerie sheen of a too-perfect neighbourhood in a sci-fi movie.

2. Accept that, for entertainment, The Glade’s residents flit in and out of each other’s houses, commenting on neighbourhood goings-on. I saw Maureen had a new sofa delivered . . . Yes, the van blocked our driveway and the man stood there smoking for ten minutes . . . Did you see the Watsons are having a conservatory built? . . . Oh, really? How do the Bennetts feel about having their view blocked?

3. Join a yoga class. Immediately, it was apparent that this wasn’t the gentle yoga I’d gone to with Tash in Bethnal Green. No, this was extreme stuff, requiring excruciating poses to be held for weeks, it felt like. ‘Maybe this isn’t the class for you,’ the instructor remarked, after I’d put my back out and had to be dragged up off the floor.

4. Get a job. I suspect some people assume that, because Vince is a little bit famous now, we are loaded. This is absolutely not the case. I need regular work – it’s feast or famine with Vince’s job – and had to find something pretty quickly. As there are no similar jobs to my ass-cure role around here, I found a part-time position at the sleekly modern Shugbury Spa Hotel.

5. Be insulted in a shoe shop. The hotel’s female reception staff are required to wear heels. It seemed incredible that I’d be required to attach such bizarre contraptions to the ends of my legs in this day and age, in order to ‘project professionalism’ as my boss, Wilma, put it. Yes, the heel enforcer is a woman. She might as well make me wear a corset.

‘You’re a very, very broad fitting,’ barked the terse young assistant at Soled Out as she glowered at my feet. I’d known they were a little wide, yes, but never thought I needed specialist footwear which, this girl announced, ‘We keep in the back.’ Isn’t everything ‘in the back’ in a shoe shop? Why was she making me feel like a freak? I wasn’t used to such scrutiny in the anonymous high street stores of London. Off she bustled – to the famous ‘back’ – returning with the only heeled shoes she reckoned I’d be able to cram my colossal hooves into.

‘We recommend these for bunions,’ she announced. I don’t have bunions. But I might as well have, I thought grimly as I tapped out my PIN.

When I showed them to Vince, I detected a rare glimmer of interest as he exclaimed, ‘Ooh, heels!’

‘Like them?’ I asked.

‘I do actually. With you being so short, they give you a bit of height.’

*

At least the hotel guests’ demands go some way to taking my mind off the torture devices attached to my feet. All slate floors, glass walls and cedar relaxation pods dotted around the grounds, it really is the height of luxury. Today a group of glossy women are appalled that I can’t magically arrange for them to all have their massages at the same time. Plus, one of them wanted macadamia nut oil (which we don’t stock), the jacuzzi jets aren’t hot enough and some kind of insect has landed on the surface of the outdoor pool. My shift whips by, and before I know it I’m swapping my heels for trainers ready for my walk home.

Along the way, Edie and I message back and forth, as we tend to do on weekends when she’s not rushing to work. Her internship led to a permanent position on a whale research project, and at twenty-six she has a kind of easy confidence I’ve never possessed.

How’s the job? she asks. Still making you wear those stupid heels?

Yep. That’s not going to change unfortunately.

There must be a law against that! Edie wears T-shirts, dungarees and sneakers – she’s already saying ‘sneakers’ – to work.

Employment laws don’t apply at Shug Spa, darling.

You should look for something else. So how was the festival? Dad a raving success?

Of course! They loved him.

All that adulation. Don’t let it go to his head! She loves to rib her dad about his relatively new-found fame.

Too late for that!

We catch up on her news, then sign off with kisses. I smile, grateful that I’m kept in the loop with what’s going on in her life. More than her dad is, actually. Vince is always taken aback when I mention Edie’s friends, flatmates and colleagues by name. ‘D’you keep a file on her?’ he often teases. He doesn’t seem to have a yearning for all the details in the way I do.

Leaving the old town now, I follow the long, straight pathway that leads out of town. Clouds are starting to gather on this warm June evening. Vince will probably be home from the festival by now. I hope he’s taken Jarvis out for a walk. He’s more settled in the evening if he’s had some proper exercise.

As I reach The Glade I perform a mental run-through of what’s in our fridge, and what might be pulled together for dinner. There’s some chicken pie left over from last night, and oven chips in the freezer. It’s hardly Ottolenghi but it’ll have to do. My feet are still pinching as I spot Dr Kemp and his wife Agata – she of the perfect macarons – digging out moss from between their patio slabs. They wave in greeting and I wave back. I can’t think of Dr Kemp as Lenny as, humiliatingly, I’d had to see him about my terrible bloating shortly after we’d moved here. At least, back in London, the GPs had been interchangeable and wholly anonymous. Here, the very man who described ‘the build-up of gas in your gastrointestinal tract’ had been at our door the previous evening with a welcome bottle of wine.

As I turn into Sycamore Grove I’m figuring that I need to throw a work outfit into the wash, as I have another hotel shift tomorrow, and also clean the bathroom as it was looking a bit grotty this morning and Vince won’t have troubled himself with it. Obviously, person-with-penis is exempt from cleaning the loo and the zone around it. And now I’m remembering that I’ll also have to finish the final chapter of Vince’s book from the notes he’s given me. Zoe, his editor, is expecting it tomorrow. The whole book, that is – done and dusted. So as well as working tonight I plan to set a 5 a.m. alarm in order to give it a final check-through.

When I’m not at the hotel I work for Vince (‘Not for me,’ he insisted, when he first suggested the arrangement. ‘I mean, with me. It’s not like I’ll be your boss. It’s just, there’s so much to do now with everything taking off.’) As well as managing Vince’s diary, social media and sundry admin – plus fielding the trolls and crazies and anyone else he can’t be bothered to deal with – I also help to write his books.

‘You mean you actually write them,’ Tash said, laughing, when we spoke about it recently – which I guess is true. What I do is gather together the various thoughts and brain meanderings he’s jotted down on the backs of envelopes and Post-it notes. Then I knock it all into some kind of order, so people other than Vince can understand it.

Of course, Vince is meant to do this. ‘But you’re so much better at detailed stuff,’ he reckons. ‘I’m more of a broad-strokes person.’

The only aspects I don’t manage are Vince’s comedy bookings and TV appearances. He has an agent for that. You could call me his PA – but he prefers ‘back end’. As in, ‘Speak to Kate about that. She takes care of the back end.’

Now I’m aware of the sound of chatter and laughter coming from one of the back gardens in our street. Sounds like a jolly gathering is happening. Next door, perhaps, at Gail and Mehmet’s? I imagine we’ll be invited – perhaps Vince is there already? – and try to ready myself for switching into a sociable mood. Recently, I vowed to myself that I’d say yes to everything in my effort to make friends. Contribute to the bake sale? Clean a Portaloo with my tongue? I can do that! Then, as the noise grows louder, it becomes apparent that it’s our back garden it’s coming from.

Vince’s voice cuts through the hubbub and there’s a gale of laughter in response.

‘Oh, Vince, you kill me!’ someone shrieks.

I inhale deeply, ready to pin on a big, wide smile – because it seems we have a party going on.

*

I find everyone chattering high-spiritedly and clustering around my husband on our patio. ‘You had them eating out of your hand, Vince,’ Deborah announces.

‘That’s sweet of you,’ he says. ‘They were a very kind audience . . .’

‘No, you charmed them,’ insists Colin, a short and wiry recently divorced PE teacher who lives across the road. ‘Y’know, I never read books normally. But yours was a laugh.’

‘Glad you enjoyed it.’ Vince’s grin sets a little.

‘It’s the kind you read in the loo when you’re going to be in there for a while.’ He sips his beer and smirks.

‘Good to know, Colin. Good to know.’ Despite his abundant charm, Vince hasn’t managed to hide his disdain for this man. ‘And if you run out of paper,’ Vince adds, ‘you can always rip out a few pages . . .’

Laughter erupts and Deborah glances round, spotting me. ‘Here’s Kate,’ she announces in the kind of flattened tone she might use to say, ‘Here’s our taxi’ at the end of a fun night. I greet everyone with as much enthusiasm as I can muster. Judging by the wine and beer bottles cluttering the garden table, it looks like an impressive quantity has been downed already. Which is fine, of course. They’re celebrating a successful book festival, and I must join in and knock back a few drinks myself. It strikes me now how at home Vince looks here in his parents’ garden (it still feels like their garden) surrounded by people who love him.

‘Kate?’ he starts. ‘We should do some food.’

‘Oh, yes, of course. There’s plenty of crisps and Wotsits . . .’

‘Wotsits?’ Looking startled, he beckons me down to the bottom of the garden by his dad’s shed.

‘What’s wrong?’ I ask, frowning.

‘We can’t give them Wotsits,’ he hisses.

‘Why not?’ I only buy them at his request. He thinks they’re funny and ironic.

‘We need something more substantial than that.’

‘Do we?’ Next to the shed looms my late father-in-law’s unfinished water feature: two huge fibreglass orbs, like giant testicles resting in a shallow dish.

‘Well, yeah,’ he says, ‘or everyone’s going to be smashed, aren’t they?’

‘But I’m just back from work,’ I remind him. ‘Literally just this minute. I didn’t know people were coming round, or that I’d be expected to cater—’

‘It doesn’t have to be anything major,’ he insists.

‘Oh, doesn’t it?’

Up on the patio Colin guffaws loudly at something Deborah has said. It’s obvious he fancies her – she, too, is divorced – but it’s equally clear that his feelings aren’t reciprocated. Meanwhile formidable Sue Stone, who grows freakily large radishes, keeps glancing our way, perhaps picking up on the tension.

‘Well,’ I tell Vince, ‘there’s that chicken pie in the fridge . . .’

‘We can’t give them old pie,’ he exclaims.

‘It’s not old pie. It’s only yesterday’s—’

‘Isn’t there anything else?’

‘I don’t know,’ I snap. ‘Is there?’

He looks at me with exasperation as if – just like with the bake sale – I’m making way too much fuss. ‘Couldn’t you just knock up a buffet?’ he says. Then, before I can answer, and with catering matters seemingly settled, he trots back up the garden and gets back to the business of entertaining ‘our’ guests.


CHAPTER FIVE

In the kitchen I lean against the fridge and try to quell my burning fury. Jarvis has trotted in to join me. Judging by the hopeful tail-wagging he hasn’t been fed either. I administer the premium lamb casserole with vegetables and herbs that the Shugbury vet insisted we buy: ‘If we’re going to trim him down he needs around six hundred calories a day,’ he instructed, ‘so please stick to the portion sizes, Kate.’ Although the food whiffs a bit – Vince won’t involve himself with it – it’s a sight easier to dish up than a buffet, comprising numerous dishes that must somehow work beautifully together.

What any sensible woman would do now is think fuck it and pour herself a massive glass of wine. Crisp, chilled Sauvignon, surging like an alcoholic river down my throat. That’d improve things. Thus fortified, mythical sensible woman would then glide back out to the garden and suggest, ‘How about we order in some pizzas?’ Sometime later, she might initiate A Big Talk with her husband and eventually, if things still didn’t improve, walk out and never set eyes on him again. But I’m clearly not a woman of good sense, because rather than threatening Vince with divorce proceedings I now intend to assault him with an extensive party spread.

‘I’ll give him a buffet,’ I announce to a startled-looking Jarvis. ‘I’ll give him a buffet like he’s never had in his life!’ I’m aware of how mad I’m sounding, and that if I were to substitute the word ‘buffet’ for ‘hammering’, then Vince would be right to be alarmed. As it is, I aim to ‘show him’ by means of the array of dishes I’m planning to conjure up. Then he’ll be bloody sorry!

Through the kitchen window I spot Colin Carse trying to chivvy everyone to stand close together so he can take a group photo. Only Deborah is complying, as she’s virtually clamped onto Vince. I bang various serving plates onto the worktop and microwave several pouches of ready-cooked rice. Ripping them open, I tip the steaming contents into a dish, and fling in olives, peppers from a jar and – controversially – raisins, then snip over some kind of fresh (well, fresh-ish) herb that Agata brought round from her garden.

What else? There’s still time to dig out the take-away pizza menu from the drawer. But instead, sensing something rising in me – fury, or perhaps bile? – I pour myself a big glass of wine and gulp it greedily. Now, with booze flooding my veins, I remember a book about trailblazing women I’d bought Edie when she was a little girl. A book to ignite a feminist spark, I suppose. I’d wanted her to grow up believing she could be anything she wanted to be. She’d become obsessed with it for a time, poring over Boudicca and Catherine the Great: warrior women who
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