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Cathy Woodman lives in Winchester with her husband, two lively children and three even livelier Border Terriers. Aqualified vet, Cathy is now a full-time writer. Her debut novel, UNDER THE BONNET, was joint winner of the Harry Bowling First Novel Award. UNDER THE BONNET and Cathy’s second novel, OUR HOUSE, are also available from Headline.


When Lisa Baker’s wedding anniversary entirely slips her husband’s mind, she decides it’s time to put the va va voom back into her marriage. But everything in Lisa’s life seems to conspire against romance. Her headstrong teenage daughter, Jade, is increasingly difficult to handle, while her beautiful newborn baby, Chloe, brings the inevitable sleepless nights. Lisa’s more likely to be found in baggy T-shirts and comfy trousers than seductive outfits and alluring perfume. The one thing that is going well is Lisa’s cleaning business, Maids 4 U, which she runs with her best friend, Clare. And their curious mixture of clients is a constant source of entertainment. But when an attractive, slender blonde called Jacqui comes literally crashing into Lisa’s life, a dented car is the least of her worries...
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Chapter One

My best friend Clare’s fantasy is to wake up with Johnny Depp. Mine is to wake alone, spread-eagled across a sheet of fresh linen. Instead, I find myself sharing a bed with my husband and our two-month-old baby, three bodies hugged together like a row of steaming cannelloni.

The alarm clock bleats. Chloe doesn’t stir. Tony sighs. I reach for his hand, link my fingers through his and give them a squeeze.

‘It’s time we were up.’

‘I am.’ He moves my hand behind my back and down between his legs where the evidence is quite clear.

‘Not now . . .’ I say wistfully.

‘Tonight then?’ he whispers.

My pulse quickens in response. Smiling, I wait for Tony to continue with, ‘I can’t believe it’s been fourteen years,’ or just plain, ‘Happy Anniversary, my darling.’

Instead he grumbles, ‘I can’t remember when we last made love, Lisa.’

‘You make it sound like it was thousands of years ago.’

‘Well, it was sometime BC. Before Chloe.’

I do remember the last time we made love. I was forty-one weeks’ pregnant – a whole week overdue – and we’d been trying to induce labour in the most natural way. It worked, although I’m not sure if it was the sex or the fact I was laughing so much that did it. Tony said it was like making love to a giant Space Hopper.

‘Talking of Chloe, why did we waste our money on that new mattress for the carrycot when she refuses to sleep on it?’ Tony goes on.

‘I can’t help it if she’s hypnophobic. She’s afraid to go to sleep in case she misses something.’ Last night I spent hours sitting downstairs in the dark with the door shut and the radio on. I fed Chloe, changed her, rocked her in my arms, laid her down, and propped her up, but I couldn’t stop her crying. She reminded me of that famous painting by Edvard Munch, The Scream.

‘I’m not criticising you.’ Tony pulls away and jumps out of bed. He stretches his arms above his head and peels his black T-shirt off over his broad shoulders, revealing the rippling muscles of his torso. Although he’s no longer a competitive swimmer, he keeps very fit for a man of forty-two, doing lengths a couple of times a week at the local pool.

‘Whenever I make any kind of observation, you seem to take it personally,’ he goes on.

‘I don’t.’

‘You do.’ Tony screws his top into a ball and chucks it at my face, one of his more irritating customs that I’ve grown to expect, one of the many little things that keep us bound together in matrimony and make our relationship unique and special.

I throw it back, then close my eyes to snatch a few minutes’ more sleep, while Tony disappears off to the bathroom.

‘Mum. Mum!’ I become aware of someone shaking my shoulder, of hair tickling my cheek. Light glints off an enormous gold hoop earring that dangles in my face.

‘Mum, I can’t find a shirt.’

‘Is that all? I thought it was a real emergency.’

‘It is an emergency.’ My other daughter Jade is thirteen going on seventeen. She’s sensitive about her appearance, yet she keeps dyeing her long straight hair this peculiar shade of pale chestnut so that I’ve almost forgotten what her natural colour looks like. It should be like Tony’s – brown with blond highlights, as if it’s been kissed by the sun.

‘There are plenty of shirts on your bedroom floor. Use your eyes.’

Those eyes darken, turning shadowy blue like a summer’s evening sky.

‘I can’t go to school in a dirty shirt. It’s disgusting.’

‘Tough!’

She stamps off, triggering a minor earthquake in the floorboards under her feet, and there’s no way I can sleep now even if Chloe can, having finally dozed off at dawn. I leave the baby on the bed, slip into my dressing-gown and wander downstairs like a zombie. On my way through the hall, I stub my toe on a metal toolbox, but I am so tired that the pain barely registers. Tony’s a plumber and he’s had his tools nicked from his van so many times that he brings them indoors every evening. I’d like him to keep them locked in the garage, but you can’t get into our garage for old kitchen units which are supposed to be going to Clare and her husband Jim as soon as they can afford to have them fitted.

Tony and I had our kitchen extended, and a utility room built on the back of the house while I was pregnant with Chloe. The Shaker-style cabinets looked great in the showroom, but I soon discovered that only cleaners with obsessive compulsive tendencies should buy white units.

In the kitchen, beneath the stalactites of dried flour and milk that adorn the ceiling – the consequence of Jade’s enthusiasm for tossing pancakes with her dad – I make myself black coffee and toast with strawberry jam. However, my bum hardly makes contact with the stool at the breakfast bar before Chloe screams for attention. (I don’t need one of those baby monitors – you can hear her at their maximum range and beyond without one.)

I whisk Chloe downstairs, snuggling her to me. ‘Hi there, my darling.’

She yawns and smiles. She’s beautiful – all blue eyes and a fuzz of blonde hair – until nightfall when she turns into the Baby from Hell. I don’t remember Jade giving us so much trouble, but she’s more than making up for it now, banging about in the kitchen cupboards, looking for breakfast. No cornflakes. No cereal bars. All my fault.

By the time I’ve organised Jade into making herself a sandwich instead – she chooses salad cream as the filling – Tony is down. He’s a rarity, a man who can carry out more than one task at once: he has his mobile glued to one ear, a pencil over the other, a notebook in his left hand and a slice of toast in his right. I glance at my plate. Empty.

‘Hey – that’s my toast.’

‘Finders keepers.’ He grins and my heart somersaults.

‘Anything special on today?’ I ask.

‘I doubt it.’ He turns to Jade who’s wearing a blouse undone to her navel, a skirt up around her buttocks, and no socks or tights. She’s already slipped into her shoes, black clumpy ones with heels so high that you can see her calf muscles straining to keep her upright. ‘Go and get dressed, Jade.’

‘I am dressed.’

‘Properly,’ Tony insists. ‘Take off that scarf you’ve got wrapped around your bottom and put on a skirt.’

‘You can’t make me do anything I don’t want to,’ Jade argues.

‘Don’t speak to your dad like that,’ I say.

‘I can’t help being in a bad mood, can I? I haven’t slept for weeks because of that,’ she points at Chloe, ‘that thing!’

‘Chloe is your little sister. She’s a baby.’

Jade isn’t listening. ‘Mum, you know you said I could invite a friend for a sleepover?’

‘Did I?’

‘I’m going to ask Kimberley, the new girl at school.’

‘What about Alice?’ Alice is – was – Jade’s best friend. I like Alice.

‘I’m trying to make Kimberley feel welcome.’

‘Well, she can come to tea sometime, but you’re not having a sleepover. The answer is no,’ I add in answer to Jade’s fierce scowl.

‘You’re always so negative,’ Jade moans.

All in all, it isn’t a promising start to what should be a romantic day, and I still have no idea of Tony’s plans for our anniversary. When he leaves to take Jade up to the bus stop on his way to work, I try again. ‘You haven’t forgotten anything, Tone?’

He turns and frowns. ‘Sandwiches?’

‘They’re in your hand.’

‘And the van isn’t going in for a service till next week.’ He smiles and leans forward to kiss me. ‘Bye, love,’ he adds quietly.

Is that how you’re supposed to treat the person you’ve been married to for the past fourteen years, when she’s cooked for you, done all your washing and ironing, borne your children, and collected you and your mates somewhat worse for wear at closing time from just about every pub in South London with minimal complaint? Excuse me if I sound just a little bit resentful.

Ten minutes later, Chloe is fast asleep in her carryseat, which I’ve put down in the middle of our bed. My throat tightens like the tiny fist that grips the edge of her yellow blanket. I lean down, press my lips to her cheek and inhale her warm, milky breath.

‘Love you,’ I whisper.

She shifts slightly, rolls her eyes and yawns. Wind or a bad dream, perhaps? I turn my attention back to the mystery of the missing anniversary present.

Why is it I can never find anything in this house? Why is it that no one, apart from me, ever puts anything away? As I sort through the bits and pieces on my bedside cabinet, a handful of receipts flutter down to the bedroom floor: nappies for Chloe; staples for Jade’s science project; frozen bloodworms for Tony’s tropical fish; cookies for me. All things that I bought on my recent foray into Croydon. Okay, so I don’t put things away either, but is it surprising when I have so many people to think about, so much to do?

I open the drawer of the dressing-table and scuffle through the clothes. Nothing. No cute cuddly bear. No chocolates. Not a scrap of flimsy underwear. I cram the matronly bras and mumsy knickers back into the drawer and force it closed.

Where next, I wonder. I stand on a chair and sweep my hand across the top of the wardrobe. My fingernails catch on the edge of a piece of paper, an envelope. My sense of anticipation grows at the thought of a romantic evening out with tickets for a West End show, then shrinks like a punctured football. The envelope contains tickets for a match: Arsenal are playing at home.

Arsenal were playing at home in a crucial FA Cup match when Tony and I celebrated our fifth anniversary, yet he sacrificed his ticket to take me to Paris instead. I remember lying in his arms on a king-sized bed, watching the view from our hotel window of the Eiffel Tower illuminated in the night sky. I tried to ignore the faint smell of drains and the sound of traffic, while he spoke to Jade on the phone. It was our first night away together since before she was born and we’d left her with my parents.

‘Jade wants to speak to you, Lees.’ Tony handed me the receiver, but it was Mum on the other end.

‘Your daughter has something to tell you,’ she said.

I could hear Jade’s snuffly breathing.

‘Granny says you have something to tell me,’ I said gently.

‘I know,’ she said, her voice taut with excitement.

‘What is it?’

‘Oh?’ I pictured her tapping her knuckles against her forehead as she wailed, ‘I can’t remember.’ I heard Mum prompting her. ‘We had dog for tea.’

‘She means cod,’ Mum said in the background.

‘Well, I tried oysters for the first time,’ I told my daughter.

‘Goodbye, Mummy,’ Jade said, and the line went dead.

‘She cut me off.’ I turned to Tony who took the receiver and replaced it on its cradle on the bedside table. ‘She isn’t missing us.’

‘You’d be more upset if she was.’ Tony paused. ‘Cheer up, love. Have a drink.’

We shared champagne kisses, the slow burn of Tony’s lips against mine contrasting with the pricks of cold fizz popping against the roof of my mouth. Tony pulled me closer, crushing my breasts against his chest. He tugged at my French knickers, tearing the lace in his impatience to strip them down over my hips, and make love to me.

We didn’t sleep much that night, or the next, but what I remember most about our second honeymoon, a memory that never fails to bring a smile to my face, is of Tony on a boat on the Seine, doing impressions of Inspector Clouseau.

Of course, much water has flowed under the bridge since then. My memories of our marriage are not all happy ones.

I glance at my watch. It’s nine thirty. There’s no time to continue my investigations right now. Clare’s car, a battered but shiny green VW Polo, is already pulling up outside the house.

Clare, my business partner as well as my closest friend, double-checks the handbrake before she jumps out, and waits for a woman in a pale pink mac to bring a double buggy and a child on reins under control down the precipitous descent of York Road before she crosses the pavement. She looks up, raises her hands to her mouth and yells. I’m not sure whether it’s Clare’s voice that does it or a sneaky breeze that brings a shower of cherry-blossom down from the tree beside her.

‘Lees, you lazy slapper, get yourself down here – and don’t forget the baby!’

‘All right, all right.’ I close the window and check my make-up.

My bob of dark brown hair contrasts starkly with my pale complexion, and my eyes are puffy through lack of sleep. I am wearing a blue cotton surgical top with the company logo Maids 4 U embroidered to the left of the V-neckline.

The plastic apron and baggy trousers fail to disguise what is left of my figure, ravaged by pregnancy and childbirth. My breasts, belly and hips appear over upholstered yet sagging, like a cheap and nasty sofa. The extra three stone that I fondly imagined was all baby turned out to be mainly me. Chloe was born eight weeks ago weighing just six pounds.

However, there are still signs of the woman I used to be. At thirty-eight years old, I have no need yet for hair-dye or Botox. My lips are full and, though I say it myself, very kissable. And my bum – I smile as I give it a wiggle – is neat and firm.

Clare rattles the letterbox. I grab Chloe’s changing bag in one hand, the carryseat in the other, and make my way downstairs.

‘Well?’ Clare relieves me of Chloe as soon as I open the front door. While the uniform does nothing for me, Clare carries it off as if it’s Moschino. The shape enhances her sexy curves, and the blue picks up the colour of her eyes which spark in anticipation of the question of the day. She can’t wait to ask me. ‘What did Tony give you then?’

‘Nothing yet.’ I follow Clare to the car, where she begins strapping Chloe into the rear seat beside her baby, Fern, a procedure requiring a degree in manual dexterity and bucketloads of commonsense, neither of which I possess.

‘I expect he’s planned something special for this evening – a meal at the Tapas Bar perhaps,’ Clare says brightly. ‘I’d like Jim to take me to that new Indian sometime, but spicy food gives Fern terrible colic,’ she adds with the air of superiority that breastfeeding mothers can’t help acquiring when speaking to their bottlefeeding friends.

I did try to breastfeed Jade and ended up with double mastitis. Tony said that I looked like a Cabbage Patch doll with red-hot cheeks and cabbage leaves spread over my boobs. I didn’t care. I thought I was going to die. When Chloe was born, she went straight on the bottle.

‘Tony didn’t stop me taking the chicken out of the freezer for tonight.’ I can’t help noticing the dark roots in Clare’s bottle-blonde hair as she fiddles around inside the car. She does her own. She’s pretty handy with the bleach, in more ways than one.

‘That would take away the element of surprise,’ Clare observes. ‘I can’t remember exactly how long ago it was that you made me suffer the indignity of flouncing around in that pink dress as your Maid of Honour.’

‘It wasn’t pink. It was cerise.’

‘Same difference. How many years have you been married?’

‘Fourteen. We’re way past the Seven Year Itch.’

Clare whistles between her teeth.

‘If Tony did have an itch back then, I made every effort to ensure that it was me who scratched it,’ I say mournfully. ‘Maybe you do start to forget by the time you reach fourteen.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. Tony hasn’t forgotten.’ Clare emerges from the car with a dry laugh. ‘He wouldn’t dare.’

I’d like to believe her. Clare’s opinions are usually sound. In fact, I can hardly remember a time when I didn’t depend on them. Clare found me hiding in the girls’ toilets at primary school, bawling my eyes out because someone – I knew who it was but was too frightened to utter her name, let alone point the finger at her or confide in a teacher – had filled my satchel with water, ruining my reading book and turning the biscuits that I’d saved from break for my little brother Mal, into a sloppy gruel.

Clare helped me out. Even then she had a cleaner’s eye, pointing out the limescale on the taps and the gunge in the sinks, as she bailed out the satchel and stuffed it with paper towels. With her on lookout, I swapped the bully’s reading book for mine, and jammed her schoolbag into one of the cisterns. There were no repercussions. From then on, it was two against one. Me and Clare against the rest of the world.

I can rely on Clare to help me through a crisis. I’ve helped her through enough of her own – her numerous failed romances, for example, until she learned to distinguish love from lust, and settled for her husband Jim. Today though, her reassurance isn’t quite enough.

Clare pushes the car door softly shut then goes round to the driver’s side. She’s taller than me and prettier in my opinion, with high cheekbones and a beauty spot above her upper lip. She says that if she could afford plastic surgery, she would have her nose made smaller, but it really isn’t that big.

I slide into the passenger seat, arranging myself around the mop in the footwell. Clare turns the key in the ignition, releases the handbrake with two hands, and accelerates jerkily up the hill. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Fern’s eyes widen. I’m surprised – I’d have thought that she’d be used to Clare’s driving by now.

Fern is smaller and appears more delicate than Chloe. Her hair is dark and, like her dad’s, there isn’t much of it. She grins when I reach back to straighten her headhugger; unlike Chloe, she rarely cries.

Chloe remains asleep, unmoved by the bumpy ride up through Selsdon where we make a quick stop at the baker’s for doughnuts.

According to the sign at the traffic lights on the High Street, this suburb of South Croydon is a village. Not any more. It doesn’t have a village green, just a patch of mud and trees called The Triangle, in front of the new library. The Triangle boasts a useful Superloo, which will soon be replaced by a clock of cutting-edge design. I still can’t understand why it cost thousands of pounds to create a piece of art resembling a sticky lollipop that’s been kicked around in cobwebs, but then I didn’t think much of Damien Hirst’s dead sheep or Tracey Emin’s tent. In my opinion, whoever made Clare’s earrings had more taste.

‘Those earrings are new, aren’t they?’ I ask.

‘Jim bought them for me.’ Clare fingers the mother-of-pearl-effect discs that dangle from her left ear. ‘Do you think they’re too big?’

‘Size doesn’t matter, when it comes to presents anyway, and neither does value. It’s the thought that counts.’ So why didn’t Tony think of me, I wonder. ‘The last thing Tony bought me was a tub of salt for the bath when my stitches broke down.’

‘Tony’s a practical man. You should be grateful that he has your welfare at heart.’

‘I am. I’d just like him to give me something frivolous once in a while.’

Clare parks outside a block of maisonettes. ‘Come on, let’s get started.’ She carries baby Fern in her seat and a bucket. I brush sugar off my front and take Chloe and the mop.

We set up Maids 4 U before the babies arrived, and our clients were none too keen on my idea of us both taking a year’s maternity leave. Neither was Clare, considering it would be unpaid, so we compromised, sending apologetic, impersonal notes to those clients with the dirtiest homes, and keeping on the few who had slipped us the odd tenner or bottle of wine at Christmas.

Clare beats me to the front door of number 11A. She drops the bucket, not the baby, and pulls a bunch of keys from her pocket. She selects a key, slips it into the lock and jiggles it until it turns, then pushes the door open.

I follow Clare inside and up the stairs where a wall of humid air hits us. It’s like getting off a plane in Majorca, but the air is laced with added notes of cold sweat and methane.

‘You don’t think . . .?’ I say nervously.

‘I hope we’re not going to regret stuffing those doughnuts.’ Clare wrinkles her nose as we pass the bathroom door. ‘Do you remember our first visit?’

‘How could I forget?’ It was like having morning sickness all over again. There was a carpet of nail clippings on the bathroom floor, mouldering tissues under the bed, and the most immaculate toilet brush that I’ve ever seen, still wrapped. An overlying scent of fresh Lynx failed to disguise the acrid odours of sour milk, uneaten takeaways and unwashed clothes. We booked three days to clear it up, and transformed the whole flat.

In the living room the curtains are closed and the lights are on. A CD is spinning, but not playing inside the mini hi-fi. Fragments of glass glitter from the laminate floor. The décor is – no, was – quite minimal; open beechwood shelving, and paper tube lamps hanging artily from the ceiling.

My mouth goes dry. Something is very wrong.

‘Don’t touch anything,’ I warn Clare as she plonks Fern on the sofa. She tugs the curtains apart, throws a window open and takes the CD out of the player. ‘This might be the scene of a crime.’

‘It is. Look at this.’ Grinning, Clare holds out the CD. ‘The Opera Babes. Beyond Imagination.’

‘That anyone should be interested in classical music is beyond my imagination.’

‘Me too, except I do like that piece that Torvill and Dean used to dance to, “Bolero”. Jim bought it before we met.’ Clare colours slightly. ‘He maintains that it’s rather erotic. Have you and Tony you-know-what yet?’

I shake my head. As Tony pointed out earlier this morning, we haven’t made love since before Chloe was born. I’ve been too sore, too weary, but I’m planning for tonight to be the night . . . A tiny quiver of anticipation runs down my spine as I imagine the pressure of Tony’s hands on my back, his skin snagging on a pair of silk knickers, or more realistically a set of cotton/Lycra-mix pants because he hasn’t bought me glamorous underwear for ages. He hasn’t even bought me a tacky novelty item. He hasn’t bought me anything.

I start to wonder if it might be my fault. I mean, I did lose it when he presented me with a waitress outfit one Christmas, but that’s understandable when I wait on everyone hand and foot all day, every day. I don’t need a uniform to remind me of my position as domestic servant because that’s how I feel sometimes.

I change the subject. ‘Do you think it’s safe – hygienic, I mean – to leave the babies in here?’

‘They’ll be fine, Lisa. You know, I think we can justify charging Mr Harman for a couple of extra hours with all this mess.’

‘Two hours? I was hoping to be home early today.’

‘It doesn’t have to take us two,’ Clare says wickedly, ‘if we put our backs into it.’

‘Oh, all right then.’ I place my daughter beside Fern. ‘I ought to wake Chloe up, otherwise she’ll keep us up all night again.’

‘If you wake her now, she’s bound to want a feed—’ Clare stops abruptly, interrupted by a bloodcurdling groan. ‘Did you hear that?’

I tighten my grip on the mop.

‘We are not alone,’ Clare continues dramatically and somewhat unnecessarily, I consider, from the soft thud that comes from the bedroom.

I head towards the source of the sound, then hesitate just outside the open door, brandishing my mop.

‘Show yourself, whoever you are!’ My voice comes out as a squeak. I’m not sure who I’m expecting – a man in a striped sweater carrying a swag bag, or a youth in a black hooded top with a gun. It’s neither of these. A naked man with wide, ice-blue eyes comes lunging at me full frontal, brandishing a truncheon.

I scream. The head of the mop makes contact with my assailant’s forearm, knocking his weapon from his hand. He trips back against the bed, tries to regain his balance, fails and falls onto the mattress.

‘Mr Harman?’ Clare says from behind me.

‘I didn’t recognise him,’ I bluster. ‘He looks so different.’

‘And so he would.’ Clare throws him a duster. ‘Last time we saw him, he had his clothes on.’

It’s true. When we met to agree the terms of our contract, Mr Harman was wearing a suit with a lilac shirt and tie, which gave him an air of sophistication and maturity that he lacks just now. He’s twenty-eight according to his passport, which he keeps in a small fire-safe but not cleaner-proof box, along with other important documents, and he’s worth about ten thousand in savings and ISAs. He’s tall and moderately handsome with flecks of grey running prematurely through short, mid-brown hair: not a bad catch.

Mr Harman slowly sits himself up on the edge of the bed with the duster clutched between his long thighs, and what I can now see is a wooden ceremonial truncheon at his feet. He groans, half-opens his eyes then closes them again. ‘My head hurts . . .’

Clare moves round and shakes his shoulder gently. ‘Mr Harman, it’s Clare and Lisa here from Maids 4 U.’

‘I’m sorry if I frightened you,’ he says. ‘I thought you were burglars.’ His lips are encrusted with flakes of what could be dried baby rice, or something rather more unpleasant. ‘What day is it?’

‘Monday,’ I say.

‘Heavy night, was it?’ Clare nods towards the empty bottle of vodka on the bedside cabinet, but Mr Harman seems preoccupied with some other concern.

‘I should be at work.’ He tries to stand up. ‘What’s the time?’

‘Ten o’clock.’

‘I’m supposed to be at a disciplinary hearing.’

‘Is that your job, sacking people?’ Clare likes to stick up for the underdog.

‘They’re trying to sack me.’ He is on his feet. He sways, turns green and sits down again. ‘You can stop all this Mr Harman nonsense – call me Neville.’

‘I’ll make some coffee,’ I suggest.

‘I’ll get it,’ says Clare.

‘Oh no, you won’t.’

‘Oh yes, I will. What do you fancy? Espresso, cappuccino or latte? Red Monkey Blend, Organic Peru El Guabo, or Kenyan Elephant Ears?’

In spite of his hangover, Neville raises one eyebrow, while I flash Clare a warning glance. He has every right to be surprised at the depth of our knowledge of his coffee supplies. We might be strangers, but we are his cleaners, and therefore know far more about him than he would probably wish, or believe. We know that Neville owns a state-of-the-art coffee-maker with a frothing nozzle. We know that he collects ceremonial truncheons, but he isn’t a policeman. We know that he’s some kind of manager for a branch of one of the large supermarkets, but he shops at one of their competitors.

Within half an hour, we know quite a lot more.

While Neville’s in the shower, Clare pops out to buy breakfast, and I shove his sheets in the washing machine on a hot wash. Then we sit him down in the armchair in the living room with a plate of fried eggs on his knees, while Clare and I put the babies on the floor and tuck into bacon butties.

‘There’s no need for you to do all this for me,’ Neville keeps repeating. He looks more human now, dressed in a pair of navy track-pants and a grey sweat-top.

‘It’s all part of the service.’ Clare wipes her face with a clean duster before hitting the rest of the doughnuts.

‘I’m sorry about the mess, and look – your top’s soaked,’ Neville goes on. ‘You haven’t got the knack with the coffee-machine yet.’

‘It isn’t that. I’m leaking.’ Clare picks Fern up then sits down again, cradling her in one arm while she lifts her top and unfastens her bra. ‘You don’t object?’

If Neville was going to protest, he changes his mind, looks discreetly towards me and continues to eat while Fern latches on with noisy snuffles and sucks.

‘You should go back to bed while we clear up.’ Clare relaxes back into the sofa and half-closes her eyes.

‘I have to go to work.’

‘You can’t, Neville,’ I say. ‘You look terrible. Why don’t you call in sick? I’ll ring them if you like.’

‘Would you?’

‘I’ll pretend I’m your mother.’

‘My mother’s Irish.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry.’ I am. ‘Not that she’s Irish – just that I can’t do an Irish accent.’

‘I can,’ says Clare.

‘My mother’s in Ireland. You’ll have to pretend you’re my girlfriend.’ Neville hesitates. ‘Not that I have a girlfriend any more . . .’ He sits back, tipping his plate so that his knife and fork fall clattering onto the floor, a noise which finally wakes Chloe from her slumber. Her head jerks, her hands open and close on the end of rigid arms, and her feet pummel the air. Her face turns red, her chest pumps up and down, and then she opens her mouth and lets rip with an earnumbing scream. Fern merely pauses from sucking just for a moment, more to catch her breath, I suspect, than because of the racket.

‘There, there, my poppet.’ I unstrap Chloe and pick her up. ‘Did that scary man frighten you?’

‘Lisa doesn’t mean it,’ Clare says to reassure Neville.

‘I didn’t mean to upset him.’ Neville has a dribble of egg yolk on his chin.

‘Chloe is a girl,’ I say sharply, upset that anyone could possibly mistake my darling daughter for a boy. ‘Her Babygro is covered in pink rabbits. Do I look like one of those politically correct mothers who dress their boys in pink?’

Neville apologises. ‘I just assumed – her seat thingy is blue . . .’

Once we have all calmed down, apart from Chloe who is alternately sobbing and sucking on her tongue, I dig a bottle out from the side of her carryseat where I tucked it earlier, and sit down to feed her.

‘Don’t you warm Chloe’s milk any more?’ Clare asks.

‘I warmed it before I came out and kept it in an insulating sleeve.’ I tip a few drops onto the back of my hand, then slip the teat into Chloe’s anxious mouth.

‘Warm milk’s supposed to be the perfect medium for bacterial growth,’ Clare says.

‘I steam the bottles and boil the water. It’s completely sterile, isn’t it?’

‘Not in your kitchen, it isn’t.’ Neville looks up with interest, and Clare retracts very quickly so as not to stain Maids 4 U’s reputation. ‘Where’s your phone?’

While Clare talks, Neville listens.

‘Who was it? How did they sound?’ he asks when she puts the phone down.

‘It was your superior, who said that if you’d put as much effort into your work as you had making up that excuse for your absence, you might have had more chance of keeping your job, or words to that effect. Your ex-girlfriend blabbed. She said that you were quite well until you hit the vodka last night.’

‘Josetta wasn’t supposed to be in today.’

‘She turned up to do an extra shift on the check-outs this morning.’ Clare pauses. ‘So who is she, this ex of yours?’

‘Neville might not want to talk about her,’ I cut in quickly.

Clare looks at me wearily. ‘Sometimes it’s better to get these things off your chest rather than brood. What’s she like then?’

Nosy cow!

However, Neville is more than happy to oblige. ‘She has the most amazing figure.’

‘I meant, what is she like as a person? Is she funny, bubbly, generous?’

‘Josetta is the funniest, bubbliest, most generous person I’ve ever met,’ he says tearfully. ‘I thought we were going to spend the rest of our lives together.’

‘So what went wrong?’ says Clare.

‘It was my mistake,’ Neville says. ‘I gave her an engagement ring and asked her to move in with me, but it was too much too soon.’

‘How soon?’ I ask.

‘We’d been together for three weeks and three days. I must have panicked her because she dumped me. She said I was too clingy, and that kissing me was like snogging a rollmop from the deli counter.’

‘Did she give the ring back?’ Clare says. ‘You should have insisted on having it back,’ she continues as Neville shakes his head.

‘What for – next time?’ he says bitterly. ‘There won’t be a next time.’

‘You’ll find someone else,’ Clare comforts him.

‘I don’t want anyone else,’ he says. ‘I wanted her. Yesterday I had everything. Today I have nothing, probably not even a bloody job.’ He runs his hands through his hair. ‘And all because I ordered too many yoghurts.’

‘A couple of weeks ago?’ says Clare. ‘What, those vanilla ones that were on Special?’

‘Trust you to notice,’ I comment.

Clare ignores me. ‘You couldn’t arrange to do it again with the raspberry cheesecake desserts, could you?’

‘I won’t be given another chance,’ Neville says glumly.

‘No one’s going to sack you over a couple of trays of yoghurt, surely?’

‘It was half an articulated lorryload.’

Poor Neville, I muse when I’m back at home curled up on the sofa with Chloe, a mug of tea and a copy of TV Quick. It’s tough when any relationship, however brief, comes to an end, and I’m not as confident as Clare that he’ll find another girlfriend soon. Neville seems remarkably naive when it comes to understanding women.

I yawn. Chloe yawns too. When I’ve been cleaning other people’s houses all day, the last thing I want to do is clean my own. I’m shattered and it’s all I can do to cook dinner. Jade arrives home at the usual time, eats hers, then disappears into her room to do her homework to the beat of music by McFly. Tony doesn’t turn up until I am in the process of emptying the dishwasher of yesterday’s crockery so that I can refill it with today’s.

‘Hi, babe,’ he says. ‘I’m sorry I’m late. I had an emergency at work, a burst water tank.’ He doesn’t mention our anniversary even though I’ve left Clare’s card on the kitchen worktop right in front of his face, so I’m glad that I saved him the smallest and ropiest piece of chicken. When I dish it up for him with oven chips, I stab it to check that the juices run clear – that’s the only piece of breast he’ll be getting tonight. As I dish up peas that have clearly suffered from a double exposure of microwave radiation, the phone rings.

‘I’ll get it,’ Tony says quickly. He returns from the hall a few minutes later, by which time his dinner has gone cold for a second time. He looks a little sheepish.

‘That was your mum wishing us a Happy Anniversary. You didn’t remind me,’ he says accusingly. His voice softens slightly. ‘You’re always so excited. What happened?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘I expect it’s down to lack of sleep.’ Tony moves up close and drops his arms around my shoulders. I slide my hands up around his neck, press my nose against his shirt and inhale his scent of musk and non-bio, and unfamiliar smells that he’s picked up from the houses he’s been working in today. His lips brush my cheek, and my body floods with heat. The hairs on the back of my neck prickle with a mixture of desire and antagonism. I should be able to forgive him for forgetting our anniversary – it’s just one out of fourteen, after all – but it’s difficult. I’ve already done more forgiving than a highly sprung mattress to keep this relationship together.

‘Why don’t you go and have a long soak in the bath, while I open a bottle of wine and spend some quality time with Chloe?’ And then? Tony doesn’t have to say it. ‘I do love you, Lisa.’

‘You haven’t told me that for ages.’

‘Well, when you’re an old married couple like us . . .’ He smiles.

‘Jim tells Clare all the time.’

‘You didn’t marry Jim,’ Tony points out. ‘Go on, upstairs.’

I run a bath with a splash of Johnson’s Baby Bath and light a cinnamon aromatherapy candle left over from Christmas. I strip off my clothes, lie back in the hot, foaming water, close my eyes and relax. I haven’t had the luxury of a whole hour to myself since Chloe was born.

Tony brings me up a glass of lager because there isn’t any wine in the rack, and neither of us has the energy to drive down to the offie. I slip into some clean underwear and head downstairs.

In spite of my resistance since Chloe was born, and the small matter of the forgotten anniversary, I find that I’m looking forward to renewing our marital intimacy in the fullest sense. I creep downstairs to find the living room in darkness, except for the blue glow of the fishtank and the flickering of the telly.

‘Tone? Where are you?’

I am answered by a soft snore. Tony lies asleep under the baby gym with Chloe in his arms. So much for making it up to me. So much for a night of frenzied lovemaking. I feel hollow. Empty. Angry with him. Angry with Chloe. Angry with myself for being angry.

I look down at where Tony sleeps, at the shadows around his eyes. A wave of exhaustion washes through me, and the anger saps out of my body as I crouch down beside them.

‘I love you. I love you both,’ I whisper.

Next year, we’ll arrange a celebration of our fifteenth anniversary, hold a party and renew our vows. A tiny voice in my head, one that hasn’t haunted me for a very long time, niggles: if you make it that far . . .


[image: image]

Chapter Two

Did I say yesterday that size doesn’t matter? I didn’t mean it. Tony has left me the Danny DeVito of all chocolate boxes.

‘Dad went out early this morning to buy them,’ Jade elaborates. ‘He bought a box for Nan too.’

Nan is Tony’s mum, Bunny – anyone less fluffy than a rabbit, I can’t imagine – and any pleasure that I felt at Tony’s belated gesture evaporates. Wouldn’t it have been more tactful of him to forget our anniversary entirely, rather than place such an occasion on a par with my mother-in-law’s birthday? How much is a box of Milk Tray compared with an Arsenal ticket?

‘Where’s your father now?’

‘He’s gone to work.’ Jade pauses. ‘I’ve put my clothes in the washing machine so that you don’t have to, Mum.’ Her soft smile doesn’t fool me.

‘If this is about the sleepover, the answer’s still no.’

‘Why do you always assume that I want something when I’m only trying to be nice?’

‘And if you want a lift to the bus stop, the answer’s no too,’ I go on.

‘Please . . .’

‘You can walk.’

Jade’s legs are long enough. She’s tall and slim, verging on skinny, more Tony’s build than mine.

‘My bag’s so heavy,’ she moans. ‘Just think of the damage you’re doing to my spine.’

‘Your dad’s the soft touch, not me.’

‘I’ll end up like Quasimodo.’ Jade flounces off. ‘Like you!’

Do I really resemble that notorious hunchback? I twist myself up, trying to see my reflection in the microwave door. I haven’t got a stoop, but there’s a fatty hump across my shoulders. I look like a cantankerous old dromedary. To console myself, I eat all my chocolates – it doesn’t take long – and drink a whole mug of coffee, uninterrupted, with the sun slanting through the window. Bliss. Well, almost . . .

It must be difficult for Jade to adjust to becoming one of two children, instead of the adored only child, and I suppose that I haven’t been as sympathetic as I might have been. When I see her and Tony going off together most mornings, laughing like a pair of kookaburra, I feel as if they’re almost ganging up against me because I was happier about Chloe’s arrival than they were.

The sound of Jade’s voice drifts through from the hall. At first I assume that she’s commiserating with her baby sister – I’ve left her upstairs sleeping with Tigger, my favourite of all her soft toys – for their misfortune in being born to a mother such as me, then I realise she’s on the phone.

‘Yeah, they don’t go out much. Yeah, sad, innit.’

I head for the hall, bend down to the skirting and pull the phone plug out of the socket.

‘What did you do that for? You’ve cut me off!’

‘You’re supposed to be on your way to school.’

Jade reminds me of a prefect from St Trinian’s with her glossy lips, dusky eyes and tie dangling around her neck. ‘I was talking to Kimberley.’

‘You’ll be seeing her in less than half an hour.’

‘If I had a mobile, Mum, I wouldn’t need to use your phone, and I’d pay the bills with the allowance you refuse to give me.’ I fold my arms as Jade continues, ‘Kimberley has an allowance.’

‘Bully for Kimberley. I’d have thought that your pocket money was more than generous.’

Jade stamps her foot. ‘Mum, you are so old-fashioned. Kimberley buys all her own clothes and make-up. Manda believes that it’s important to give her responsibility for managing a budget.’

‘Manda?’

‘Kimberley and her brother call their mum Manda.’

I am aware that I am not being fair on Jade. It isn’t her fault that I’ve been reduced to a state of nervous exhaustion. It’s Chloe’s.

‘I might consider lending you my mobile occasionally,’ I offer.

‘Yours?’ Jade snorts with derision. ‘It’s bigger than a house and doesn’t take piccies, or video clips.’

‘I’m not aspiring to be the next Steven Spielberg. I bought it for emergencies.’

‘I don’t see why you wasted your money on buying a mobile anyway. You haven’t got any friends except Clare, and you’ve no idea how to text.’

‘Have you quite finished?’

Jade doesn’t respond. I head off into the utility where the washing machine is strangely quiet. ‘You haven’t switched it on!’ I yell, but she’s already gone, her exit confirmed by the sharp slam of the front door, which sends Chloe off into a hissy fit that continues long after I’ve changed and fed her and packed the essentials that a baby requires for a single day: spare nappies, wipes, nappy sacks, bottles, muslin squares and soothers. I take just a purse.

On the way to meet Clare, I stop on the High Street so I can nip into the newsagent’s. Chloe is snoozing. She looks so peaceful that I can’t bear to risk disturbing her by lifting her out of the car. She hardly stopped crying last night and I just couldn’t cope right now if she started up again. I know I shouldn’t, but I leave her in the car, assuming that I’m more likely to be nabbed by a parking attendant for not buying a ticket than a health visitor for abandoning my baby in a vehicle.

‘We’ve had a run on these today,’ says the woman behind the till, when she hands over the last box of Milk Tray that was on the shelves. ‘I’ll have to send Ahmed down the cash and carry.’ She looks me up and down as she hands me my change. ‘Congratulations, by the way. I went right off chocolate when I was pregnant. My craving was for oranges.’

Pregnant? I’m tempted to rip the box open and eat all the chocolates right there in front of her, but I restrain myself. I don’t want Tony going on at me about how I haven’t saved the strawberry creme, his favourite. I stuff the box into Chloe’s changing bag when I get back to the car, instead of stuffing the contents.

No one would mistake Mrs Eddington for being pregnant. She’s in her eighties. She has knobbly, brown hands on stiff, skinny arms, and when she shuffles around her living room, reorganising her collection of ornaments, she reminds me of a wooden mug tree. At the moment, she’s sitting in a fully adjustable armchair with Chloe on her lap. Chloe smiles, trying to focus perhaps on the grey hair that sprouts from a mole on Mrs E’s chin. Mrs E didn’t have any children because Mr Eddington died just six months after they married.

Clare sits feeding Fern on the sofa. ‘How did it go last night, Lisa?’

‘It didn’t. Tony fell asleep.’ A commemorative mug chinks against a Princess Diana doll as I dust. I don’t like cleaning when the owner of the house is at home. It makes me clumsy. ‘By the time we make love again, I’ll have forgotten how.’

‘You’re going to do what now, dear?’ says Mrs E.

‘Nothing, Mrs E,’ I say brightly. Clare and I can discuss the most scandalous subjects in front of Mrs Eddington because she has as much chance of hearing what we say as she did of marrying into Royalty. She claims to have danced with the Prince of Wales – we can’t work out which one. She also claims to have been an atomic scientist. Her corgi, Prince, reputedly a descendant of the Queen’s own dogs’ bloodlines, lies curled up on a crocheted Union Jack blanket on the second armchair.

Mrs Eddington fiddles with the hearing-aid behind her ear. I relieve her of Chloe, afraid that she might drop her.

‘How many times have we suggested that you go up to the Audiology Clinic?’ Clare shouts, but it’s no use. She ends up scribbling what she’s trying to get across on a piece of paper. ‘I’ll ring to make an appointment for you.’

‘Those clinics always run late. I have no desire to wait around with a bunch of old people.’

‘Suit yourself.’ Clare turns to me. ‘I’ve been thinking about Neville and those strawberry yoghurts.’

‘They were vanilla.’

‘Camilla?’ Mrs E leans forwards and screws up her face. ‘I can’t understand why Diana made such a fuss. Men have been unfaithful since Adam.’

‘They certainly have,’ I say, thinking of Tony.

‘Not all men.’ Clare corrects me. ‘Not my Jim.’

I drop the duster and plug the vacuum cleaner in. This is an innovation for Mrs E, who had one of those pushalong carpet sweepers when she first employed us. Cleaning runs in Clare’s family – Clare’s mum used to do for Mrs E. I’d like to do for Mrs E’s dog because he growls whenever I approach his chair. Eventually, he jumps down and aims a sly snap in my direction before heading off towards the living-room door where he pauses briefly to dig about in the top of Chloe’s changing bag.

‘How about Sue?’ says Clare as I revert to the duster, misting the air with Pledge.

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Sue and Neville.’

‘Your sister? What on earth has she got in common with Neville?’

‘She likes real coffee.’

‘You’re clutching at straws. I don’t see how you can expect to bring two people together just because they have a mutual love of real coffee. She’s older than him for a start.’

‘Only by three or four years, and he appreciates old things.’ Clare grins. ‘Those truncheons, for example.’

Sue is thirty-two and she followed the family tradition, taking on one of the dry-cleaning franchises in the High Street. You’d have thought she’d have met lots of eligible men working there, bringing their suits in, but Sue’s very fussy. She has never been quite the same since Brad Pitt had a baby with Angelina Jolie.

‘Sue’s lonely. Neville’s lonely. We’d be doing them both a favour,’ Clare goes on.

‘How are you planning to get them together?’

‘If Mrs E managed to convince the Prince of Wales to dance with her, anything is possible. I’ll think of a way.’

Later, Clare tests her powers of persuasion on me, wearing me down until I agree to attend the last postnatal class with her this afternoon. We settle down at the clinic, choosing seats side by side in the half-circle of plastic chairs that Patsy, the community midwife, has arranged in the large room at the end of the hall.

‘You don’t need instructions on how to be a good mum,’ I say. ‘You’re a natural.’

‘You overestimate my confidence,’ Clare says before she turns to chat to Nadia, one of the eight regular attendees, strangers united by the trials of motherhood.

I hold Chloe in my arms while the sun streams hot through the long windows, raising fumes of disinfectant. My T-shirt – a navy one – sticks to my back. My body is melting in the heat. Chloe smiles up at me, and my heart melts too.

Patsy pushes a trolley to the front of the class.

‘Welcome to today’s Parenting Class,’ she intones. Her blue dress is belted very tight at the waist, and her feet hardly appear to fill her flat, black shoes, the kind Jade wouldn’t be seen dead in. Patsy wears a wedding ring, and I guess she’s in her thirties, but she comes across as being much older with her hair scraped back into a bun. She stands straightbacked and straightfaced, like an air hostess demonstrating emergency evacuation procedures, except that, instead of showing us an oxygen mask, she touches a cuplike contraption to her chest.

‘Next, apply gentle suction to the breast by pressing the start button.’ She frowns. ‘It helps, of course, if you plug the breastpump into an electrical supply.’

In silent protest, I take a bottle out of my bag.

Chloe takes a couple of gulps and drops off the teat. I try again. Her stomach gurgles. She screws up her face and turns her head away to one side. She’s had enough already, which means that I’ll have to make up an extra bottle of formula tonight, but it’s worth it just to prove that, although breast may be best, the bottle is good enough for me and my baby . . .

I put Chloe over my shoulder, supporting her head. As I rub her back, she belches. Loudly.

‘I beg your pardon,’ says Patsy sternly.

Chloe burps again and shoots a string of white, curdled vomit down my top. I dig around for a muslin cloth to wipe away the sick. Patsy hands me a tissue with a weary, ‘How on earth is that child going to survive with a mother like you?’ look on her face. I wipe at the sick, spreading it around, while Patsy lectures on the toe-curling subject of cracked nipples.

Every now and then a shrill whistle interrupts her – some OAPs are waiting for their Audiology appointments outside in the corridor. Chloe snuggles up against my shoulder, oblivious, it seems, to the smell, as Patsy goes on to talk about incontinence, explaining how to feel for our pelvic-floor muscles, which is all very well if you have any left.

‘Not now,’ Patsy says quickly, in case Dippy Di as we call her should start groping her nether regions in front of the group. ‘In the privacy of your home.’

Privacy? What is that? When you have a baby you become so accustomed to exposing yourself to anyone who asks that you lose all inhibitions. Doctors, midwives, dustmen, come and have a butcher’s . . . Clare even found herself baring her buttocks to her brother-in-law when the nurse on the maternity ward, assuming that he was Jim, carried on giving her an injection.

If Tony and I could have one night in private together – truly alone – I believe that I could make things right between us. I close my eyes as last night’s lack of sleep starts to catch up with me. I picture a desert island, the kind you might see in a newspaper cartoon: a mound of sand stippled with pen and ink; in the centre an insubstantial palm tree. Me and Tony. Grains of warm sand trickling through his fingers, spilling down my front. His lips close to mine . . . We are about to kiss when an almighty bang brings me back with a jolt.

Like a herd of curious cows, we all look towards the window. Outside, a black Jeep has veered across two parking spaces and smacked straight into the side of a much smaller car. Patsy screams, and runs for the door. I assume she’s seen something that I missed, that she’s off to administer First Aid to the occupants of the stricken vehicle, but when we all reach the car park, Patsy is haranguing the Jeep driver who is still in the driving seat, her face as white as a baby’s bottom.

‘What have you done to my Micra? Do something. Back off. Put it in reverse! You have got reverse?’

‘I’m not sure. I can’t find it.’ The driver scrunches the gears. The engine strains against the handbrake. Suddenly, the Jeep shoots forwards again, pushing the Micra sideways towards Clare’s car.

‘Stop!’ yells Patsy. ‘Stop!’

Too late. Patsy’s bun has collapsed and her hair is all over the place. The Micra is a write-off.

‘My foot slipped,’ the driver wails out of her window. ‘I’m not used to this machine yet. Greg – my husband – thought it would keep the baby safe. The roads are so dangerous around here.’

‘So are car parks,’ someone – Nadia, I think – mutters behind me.

‘This is so exciting,’ breathes Dippy Di.

Clare turns. ‘You should get out more.’

The driver slides out hesitantly. She’s tall and slim, with the tiniest bump of tummy visible beneath a pair of pink cropped chinos and spotted, ruched V-neck top. Her hair, strawberry blonde, is thick and lustrous. In fact, I can’t believe that she’s had a baby ever, let alone in the past few weeks.

‘Patsy, I’m so sorry!’

‘I’d like to say that I’m glad you could join us today, Jacqui,’ Patsy says. ‘Oh, come inside for some tea. I think we’re both in shock.’

‘What about my car?’ Clare examines her paintwork. ‘You’ve dented my panel.’

Tears catch on the long lashes that ring Jacqui’s hazel eyes. ‘I’ll give you my address and phone number. I’ll have to ask Greg for the name of our insurance company.’

‘Oh, it’s all right.’ Clare grins suddenly. ‘You’ve dented a dent that was already there.’

To my relief, because I don’t like to see anyone upset, Jacqui’s lips curve into a small smile. ‘I’m having a hideous day. I’ve managed to get myself and Ethan out of the house before midday for the first time ever, and look what’s happened.’ She takes a couple of designer bags out of the Jeep, along with a handbag to rival one of those Hippo Bags that you can order instead of a skip to take your household rubbish away, and a litre bottle of Evian water, before she picks her baby out of the back seat. I say baby, but he’s enormous. He has a big round face and rolls of fat around his neck. With his white tracksuit and hat, he looks as if he might have been fathered by the Michelin Man.

Back inside, Patsy winds up the meeting and directs us to the drinks machine so we can spend some time ‘sharing our responses to what we’ve learned today’ over cups of tea. Instead, Clare and I arrange to meet up with Nadia, Dippy Di and a couple of the other mums for coffee one morning next week.

‘I wouldn’t bother with the tea, Jacqui,’ I advise when she stops scrabbling around in her handbag, looking, I assume, for change for the machine. ‘It’s revolting. I’m Lisa, by the way.’

‘Hi. I couldn’t help overhearing your plans to meet. I’m free next week. I could bring one of my cakes along.’ Jacqui tips her head to one side. ‘It would be great to meet a supportive group of people who understand what I’m going through at the moment. None of my close friends have babies.’

‘Come along and join us.’

‘You’re very welcome,’ Clare backs me up.

‘Thanks.’ Jacqui seems distracted. ‘I get here just as it’s time to go home, and now I’m not sure what I’ve done with my car keys.’

‘Are you three all right there?’ says Patsy as we’re sifting through Jacqui’s luggage. ‘Only I’ve got to get my car sorted.’

‘We’re fine thanks, Patsy,’ I say at the same time as Jacqui confirms that she has lost her keys.

‘If you want any advice, you have my number,’ Patsy says. ‘On looking after Baby, or how to drive. Or,’ she adds, on making a brief return from the car park, ‘where to find your keys. They’re locked in the back of your Jeep. How did you manage that?’

‘It doesn’t matter how they got there,’ says Jacqui, ‘how am I going to get them out?’

‘I’ll leave that with you.’ Patsy waves goodbye.

Jacqui makes a phone call. Her husband, Greg, has the spare key, and he’s halfway up the M6 Toll Road with a set of dentures. ‘Oh, he has all his own teeth,’ Jacqui explains quickly. ‘He’s a courier. He’s carried everything from gearbox replacements to hearts for transplants.’

‘If Jim was here, he’d smash the window,’ says Clare.

‘I’ll call Tony,’ I offer. ‘He’ll know what to do.’

There are husbands who wouldn’t consider abandoning their work to help a damsel in distress, but my Tony isn’t one of them. Sure enough, before too much time has elapsed, my knight in shining armour comes whizzing up in his white van. The windows are down and the Black-Eyed Peas are playing “Hey Mama” on the radio. Tony slams on the brakes, flings open the door, and the throb of the engine is replaced by the thrill of my pulse as I watch him jump
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