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			Dedication

			To Lynn, Mairi and Tanya.

			The original sisterhood.

		

		
			1

			Claire’s phone buzzed as she was having what felt like the fifteenth argument of the week with Lucas about how she didn’t care if tomato sauce DID count as one of his five-a-day, he was NOT substituting his lovingly cooked vegetables on his plate for a vat of ketchup, and actually, no, NO!, because she SAID so, and it was not up for discussion. Meanwhile Tabitha wittered on at her about ponies, about how a pony was all she had ever EVER wanted and of course she’d totally look after a pony if she had one, and please, Mummy, please, could she have a pony?

			Claire glanced at her phone as she attempted to smile devotedly at her darling children. She took a deep breath and did not shout, ‘Of course you can’t have a fucking pony. Do you know how much they cost, and you said exactly the same about “looking after them” about the sodding guinea pigs, the existence of which you now ignore, you lazy little beast,’ and instead explained in a calm, rational and loving way what a great expense and commitment a pony is, however much one might want one – and love one – and actually there is a big difference between playing with your My Little Ponies and looking after a real, live, pooping, snorting, hungry horse. Her phone screen showed a text from Andrew.

			Sorry darling, meeting ran over, have to take the client for dinner now, I’ll probably be late, see you when I get in. Love you xxxxx

			Claire sighed. She knew, of course, that Andrew worked very hard. She knew it was not his fault he often had to work late, or that part of his job involved wining and dining his clients in nice restaurants while she sat at home wrangling broccoli down his darling children before supervising homework and bath time and bedtime alone. Sometimes, however, it was difficult not to feel resentful that she was always the one left picking up the slack of their home life. He huffed and puffed about how stressful it all was, but he was the one eating Châteaubriand and Bearnaise sauce rather than a packet of Monster Munch in front of EastEnders. Andrew frequently protested that he’d much rather be at home arguing with Tabitha and Lucas about the very real possibilities of them contracting scurvy, but Claire sometimes felt that was easy enough to say when you didn’t actually have to do it.

			She reminded herself, though, of how exhausted Andrew frequently looked when he finally got home and that he had almost been in tears when he discovered he’d be away on an unavoidable trip for Lucas’s birthday last year. She was lucky he worked enough hours to enable her to pick the kids up from school one day a week and be there for them at dinnertime, etc, instead of having to work equally long hours herself. Claire gave herself a shake, because her cherubs were once more wittering on at her like budgies who’d had their Trill laced with speed.

			‘Mum, you’re not meant to be on your phone at mealtimes,’ clamoured Lucas.

			‘Yeah, Mum, no screens at the table. Remember, that’s YOUR rule,’ Tabitha chimed in. ‘If you’re on your phone, we should totally be allowed to watch our iPads. You’re such a hypocrite!’

			‘First,’ said Claire, ‘I’m not actually eating, am I? I’m just keeping you two company while you eat. And second, I’m not “on my phone”. I was just reading a text from Daddy, that’s all.’

			‘What does Dad say?’ asked Lucas.

			‘Just that he’s going to be late again.’

			‘AGAIN?’ wailed Tabitha. ‘But he’s always late! I wanted to show him the spreadsheet I made about why I should get a pony and how it won’t be too expensive like you say, Mum, and how I’d definitely have time to look after it. I bet Dad would understand. Can I stay up and show it to him?’

			‘No.’

			‘If she’s staying up, I’m staying up too,’ said Lucas, ‘or else it’s not fair! And if she’s getting a pony, I want a new PlayStation. And Grand Theft Auto.’

			‘No one is staying up. No one is getting a pony. No one is getting a new PlayStation. And definitely NO ONE is getting GTA, for the millionth time. You’re too young and it’s not suitable!’

			‘Toby has it!’

			‘I don’t care what Toby has. Eat your dinner.’

			‘Emma’s got a pony at her granny’s; can I get a pony to keep at Granny’s instead, then?’

			‘Granny lives in London. In a flat. Where exactly are you going to keep a pony at Granny’s?’

			‘Can I get Call of Duty then?’

			‘JUST STOP TALKING AND EAT YOUR DINNER, PLEASE!’

			‘It’s not fair, you keep telling us we aren’t allowed to have our iPads at dinner because we’re supposed to make conversation, and now you tell us to be quiet when we’re just trying to make conversation!’

			‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ muttered Claire under her breath, as she opened the fridge to see what she could find for a solitary, no-effort dinner, since there didn’t seem much point in going to the trouble of cooking the salmon fillets she had bought for her and Andrew if she was on her own (the children regarded any form of fish not encased in breadcrumbs as toxic, and were resistant enough to the delicious homemade fishfingers she had made for them, insisting they much preferred Captain Birdseye’s version). The children continued to fight behind her. White wine was starting to look like quite an appealing dinner actually. Maybe just a small glass.

			‘Are you having wine, Mum? You know you’re not supposed to have wine every night. We did about alcohol units at school. That’s quite a big glass of wine – how many units do you think are in it?’

			‘Bet the bastards didn’t tell you that wine is remarkably good at cancelling out whining though, did they?’ muttered Claire.

			‘This is all cold. I don’t like it cold, I don’t want it now.’

			‘It’s COLD because you’ve been pushing it round your plate for FORTY minutes while you babble on about ponies!’ exploded Claire. ‘If you’d eaten it in the first place when I put it on the table when it was HOT, it wouldn’t have had time to get cold! JUST EAT IT!’

			‘You shouldn’t shout at us, Mum.’

			‘It’s against our rights. So’s making us eat vegetables. Our bodies are our own and you can’t make us do things we don’t want to. We could report you.’

			‘Who to? Who are you going to report me to for crimes against broccoli?’

			‘The NSPCC,’ said Lucas smugly. ‘We had a lady come in at school and tell us never to let anyone make us do anything that makes us feel uncomfortable. These fishfingers make me feel uncomfortable. Why can’t we just have the frozen ones? And vegetables make me feel sick, that’s worse than uncomfortable.’

			‘Or we could report her to UNICEF,’ chimed in Tabitha helpfully. ‘Remember the assembly we had last week about the UN Rights of the Child? About how we’re entitled to respect, and to have our opinions listened to? How do we report Mummy to UNICEF, do you think, because I definitely don’t feel like I’m having my opinions respected right now!’

			‘Oh for FU-FIDDLESTICKS SAKE!’ exploded Claire. ‘Vegetables and homemade fishfingers do not contravene the UN Rights of the Child, nor is it a matter for the NSPCC. STOP being ridiculous, and EAT YOUR DINNER!’

			‘We could start a petition,’ mused Tabitha. ‘I expect Granny would sign it. And Grumble and Gramps. And we could ask the neighbours.’

			‘How do you even know what a petition is?’ demanded Claire.

			‘I saw it on EastEnders,’ said Tabitha.

			‘You’re not allowed to watch EastEnders,’ said Claire.

			‘Grumble and Gramps let me watch it when I’m at their house.’

			‘Oh, do they?’ said Claire, reflecting that perhaps she needed to have a word with her parents about what was considered suitable viewing for their grandchildren. ‘Just eat your dinner. You’re not reporting me to the NSPCC, or UNICEF, or starting a petition round the neighbours about the iniquities of green vegetables, nor are you calling Childline.’

			‘What’s Childline?’ asked Lucas.

			‘It was a phone line that children could call if they were being mistreated at home and had no one to turn to for help,’ said Claire rashly, as Lucas’s eyes lit up. ‘I don’t think it still exists,’ she hastily added. ‘You had to call it from a landline.’ She was well aware of both Lucas and Tabitha’s bafflement at the purpose of a landline; the only thing that confused them more was when she tried to tell them about phone boxes and why they existed. Tabitha had howled with laughter one time when she was going through a box of Claire’s old things, looking for dressing-up clothes, and had found an old address book. ‘But why did you have to write their phone numbers down, Mummy? Why didn’t you just put them into your phone?’ A world without tablets and smartphones was utterly alien to her children.

			Lucas heaved a martyred sigh and stared at his plate. ‘I could probably finish my dinner if I could watch my iPad,’ he offered.

			Claire glanced at the clock. The prospect of dinner with her children continuing in this vein for another forty minutes was not a cheerful one.

			‘Fine. Watch your iPads. No, I’ll not take the parental controls off. No, you cannot buy anything. Just watch Netflix or something, OK?’

			Three hours, several arguments, a semi-flooded bathroom after the children’s showers and a final threat of all internet disconnected for the foreseeable future if either child set foot outside their bedroom again later, Claire finally collapsed on the sofa. Andrew would not be home for at least another hour, possibly two. Claire considered what to do next. She had work to finish, but frankly, she was now so brain dead she could barely follow the plot of The Crown.

			And, of course, there was still the laundry. There was always laundry. Sometimes Claire thought that laundry should be included in your marriage vows. ‘Do you, Claire, take this man to be your lawful wedded husband, in sickness and health, for richer, for poorer, for full laundry baskets, and mountains of ironing because he thought his T-shirt “smelled a bit funny” when he took it out the drawer so he just chucked it in the fucking wash because apparently there is a magic fairy who comes and does the washing and folds it and puts it away again, and also does the ironing, so it is absolutely fine for him to take another shirt out the cupboard because he’s “too hot” in the one he just put on, and no, obviously he’s “worn it” now, so it can’t be just put back in the cupboard even though he only “wore it” for about three minutes, and obviously any time he’s asked to help with the laundry, despite being so Very Busy and Important as he never ceases to fucking remind you, he’ll immediately become extremely incompetent and summons you to ask inane and STUPID questions to waste your time until it would have been quicker just to do it yourself, to have and to hold from this day forth, until death do you part, or you smother him with a pile of dirty towels?’

			Claire was wearily sorting the darks from the whites, and swearing under her breath at discovering the entire pile of clean laundry she had put in Lucas’s room the day before dumped back in the wash because he couldn’t be bothered to put it away, when the doorbell rang. Claire continued to swear to herself as she stomped to the door to give short shrift to the Jehovah’s Witnesses or chuggers or whoever had the temerity to ring her doorbell at 9 p.m. She flung open the door, tirade at the ready, and instead beamed with joy, because there stood Emily, brandishing a bottle.

			‘Ems! What are you doing here?’

			‘AUNTY EMILY!!!!’ bellowed Lucas and Tabitha, charging down the stairs. ‘Can we stay up now Aunty Emily is here?’

			‘No!’ snapped Claire.

			‘PLEASE, Aunty Emily,’ begged Tabitha.

			‘Yeah, it’s not fair! Aunty Emily is, like, my godmother. I should totally be allowed to stay up,’ argued Lucas.

			‘Not tonight, kids!’ said Emily cheerfully. ‘It’s late, and I’ve come for a chat with your mum. How about I quickly tuck you both back in, and next time I come we’ll have a Frustration marathon? How does that sound?’

			The children, who would have argued with Claire for at least another twenty minutes, agreed immediately to Emily’s offer and headed back up the stairs. Five minutes later, Emily was back down in the kitchen.

			‘So?’ said Claire.

			‘I had another shitty date, and I left early again. It seems to be becoming a pattern,’ said Emily. ‘Where’s the corkscrew, Claire? It’s not in the drawer.’

			‘Oh God, I don’t know. Andrew’s probably moved it,’ said Claire, as Emily rummaged round before triumphantly producing the corkscrew and swiftly opening the bottle – a rather nicer bottle than she was accustomed to, Claire noted with pleasure.

			‘So, what happened?’ asked Claire, getting down two glasses.

			‘All men are pigs!’ said Emily cheerfully. ‘Only two glasses? I take it Lady Di is out again, then?’

			‘Client dinner.’ Claire found that now Emily was here though, she didn’t mind in the slightest that Andrew was out; in fact she was rather glad, as Andrew tended to be irritated by Emily and Claire’s friendship, and had never lived down the fact that he had once drunkenly ranted that there ‘were three people in this marriage’, leading to Emily henceforth referring to him as Lady Di. Which didn’t really help matters.

			‘Ah. The Busy and Important Client Dinners.’ Emily nodded wisely. ‘Still, right now, I’d take Lady Di and his client dinners over another evening listening to an Edgar boring on at me before lunging.’

			‘Another Edgar?’ asked Claire in dismay.

			‘Yes. Oh God, how little did we know, Claire, when Edgar Trewarren asked me to dance at the Christmas ball when we were fifteen and just pawed at me with his disgusting sweaty palms, how many of his ilk there were out there? I’m starting to think that the only men left single now are Edgars. In fact, I’m just waiting for Edgar Trewarren himself to swipe right on me and send a dick pic.’

			‘No, he’s married,’ said Claire consolingly. ‘Very plain woman, wears a lot of Boden.’

			‘How do you know that?’

			‘Andrew has a lot of client dinners. I get bored. I stalk people on Facebook.’

			‘You must have been very bored to have stalked Edgar Trewarren!’

			‘I was. I’d run out of anyone else to stalk, and I wanted to see how much more unattractive he’d got with age. The answer was – quite a lot.’

			‘Ugh.’ Emily shuddered. ‘I was going to say, “Show me,” but I don’t think I want to see. Those sweaty palms haunt me still. He left sweat marks on my favourite burgundy taffeta dress. I just thank the lord your mum had safety-pinned me in too stoutly for him to leave sweat marks on anything else! Have you stalked anyone else interesting lately?’

			‘Head-Girl-Hattie has her Facebook privacy settings locked down, but she updates her Twitter bio with the latest Very Important Company she’s Very Important at. And I dip in and out of stalking Miranda Johnson, but you know that. I’ve a morbid fascination with how utterly unbearably smug she is, with her Children of the Corn offspring and her full-time job at “full-time mummy”. They’re thinking of getting a pony, you know. Most people are boring and have their privacy settings locked down, though, which is just rude. I assume Miranda doesn’t because she actively wants everyone to see how smugly perfect her life is, just like at school when she’d make huge scenes in the loos about how fat she was because she thought she had seen a bit of cellulite, and everyone would have to gather round and assure her she wasn’t. Bloody bitch knew she was perfect, she just wanted to make everyone else feel inferior. Not that I’m still bitter or anything,’ Claire sighed.

			‘Oh no, nor me!’ laughed Emily. ‘I’ve totally forgiven her for snogging Peter Walker at the St Lawrence’s dance. Totally. I don’t sometimes sit alone and palely loitering, wondering if maybe we hadn’t been drinking vodka out of Coke cans in the bogs, Miranda wouldn’t have got in first, and then Peter and I would have been childhood sweethearts and I’d have married him, and now I’d live on a farm with six children and a flock of goats.’

			‘Goats?’

			‘Goats, yes. Heidi was a very formative part of my childhood!’

			‘Why are you talking about goats?’ demanded Tabitha, who had snuck downstairs unheard. Claire hoped she hadn’t been standing there too long before they’d noticed.

			‘BED!’ said Emily authoritatively before Claire had a chance to say anything. ‘Or you won’t be getting to play Frustration with Lucas and me! And that goes for if I see you down here again tonight.’

			To Claire’s astonishment, Tabitha just gave a martyred sigh and trudged back off to bed with a sorrowful ‘OK. Night, Aunty Emily. Night, Mummy.’

			‘How do you do that?’ said Claire. ‘She’d have argued with me about drinks of water and monsters under the bed and really important things she had to tell me for at least half an hour!’

			‘It’s just the novelty. I’m not her mother, so it’s not nearly as much fun to wind me up. Now, we’ve covered my shitty love life, and the fact Miranda is still a grade A bitch, so what’s new with you? I feel like it’s been ages since I’ve seen you!’

			Two hours later, after much setting the world to rights, a good moan from Claire about Andrew’s various ineptitudes, Emily bewailing the likelihood of her dying alone in a basement surrounded by the seventeen cats she had adopted to see her through her lonely old age (‘You’ve got a lovely flat, you won’t be living in a basement,’ Claire consoled her) and a renewal of their pact that should Andrew die first, and Emily still be single, they’d set up home together in some sort of mini Golden Girls re-enactment, Claire felt a bit better about everything by the time they heard Andrew’s key in the lock. Sometimes you just needed a grumble and to get things off your chest. Andrew was an arsehole, but he was her arsehole, and she was glad he was home at last.

			‘That’ll be my cue to go, before Lady Di gets his knickers in a twist,’ giggled Emily. Claire hastily ran her hand through her hair to try to tidy it up, and checked she didn’t have vampire fangs round her mouth from the red wine, and they went out into the hall to meet him.

			‘Hello darling!’ she said brightly.

			Andrew was flipping through the post. ‘Hi,’ he grunted, ripping open envelopes and throwing them aside.

			‘Hi, Andrew!’ beamed Emily.

			‘Emily.’ He looked up in astonishment. ‘What are you doing here? Claire didn’t say anything about you coming over?’

			‘Surprise! I just popped by on my way home from another awful date.’

			‘What were you doing on a date?’ said Andrew, looking duly surprised.

			‘Andrew!’ said Claire. ‘Don’t be so rude!’

			‘OK, OK, sorry, Emily! Christ, this is all junk!’ Andrew sighed, gathering up all his post and heading to the kitchen to hurl the lot in the bin.

			Claire said a hasty goodbye to Emily, apologising for Andrew’s rudeness, and followed him to the kitchen to retrieve the bundle of envelopes from the rubbish and put them in the paper-recycling bin.

			‘Darling, please try to remember that paper goes in the recycling, not the general bin.’

			‘Yes, yes, sorry! We must save the planet, or the children will nag me about the polar bears. Thank God for you, Claire. I can never get the hang of this bloody recycling and what goes in what bin.’

			‘Do you want anything to eat?’

			‘No, I told you, I was out with a client, had a disgustingly over-indulgent dinner. You know how it is – they like to take full advantage of my expense account, but don’t want to look greedy if they order the caviar and steak and I have a salad, so I have to have something far too rich as well. I’ll probably have bloody indigestion all night now.’

			‘You poor thing,’ said Claire sarcastically. ‘It must be so dreadfully hard for you!’

			‘It is, actually. It’s not a jolly, Claire, it’s work, and I’m knackered now.’

			‘I’m sure you are, you’ve had a long day.’ Claire did actually feel much more sympathetic than usual towards Andrew after her moan to Emily about him. ‘What did you have? Foie gras and filet mignon?’

			‘Smoked salmon and rack of lamb, actually. It was very good, I have to say. But yes, it was a long day and I’m exhausted now, you’ve no idea.’

			Claire’s sympathy ebbed slightly at the contrast between her evening meal and Andrew’s, and being told she couldn’t possibly understand what tiredness was.

			‘Gosh. I can see it must be exhausting sitting there, eating that. Do you know what I had? The cold leftover fishfingers and broccoli your children threatened to report me to UNICEF over for making them eat. You’re not the only person who works hard, you know. I’ve been at work all day too, and then I come home and have to deal with the children and homework and domestic stuff and everything. And then you come home telling me how exhausting wining and dining is, and you don’t even bother to ask about my day.’

			Andrew sighed. ‘This isn’t a game of competitive tiredness, you know! I’m sorry I wasn’t here to help tonight, but you seem to have had plenty of fun knocking back the vino with your pal there. And actually, mine hasn’t been the shits and giggles you seem to think it was. Give me a fucking break, Claire.’

			Claire opened her mouth to retort, but before she could, Andrew sighed again and said, ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t snap at you. Just been a bit of a day, that’s all, but that’s no excuse to take it out on you. I’m sorry I wasn’t here, and I’m sorry for being a moany twat. Come here and give me a hug.’

			‘Is everything all right?’

			‘Yeah, everything’s fine. Just clients, you know. They’re dickheads. And fucking Uber drivers. I’d so much rather have been here with you and the kids instead of having to put up with some arsehole over an overpriced, too-rich dinner, you know that! Look, I’m going to jump in the shower, then we’ll have a glass of wine together before we go to bed, OK?’

			‘All right,’ said Claire, feeling bad for snapping at him, as Andrew chucked his usual detritus of keys, change and wallet over the kitchen table and went upstairs.

			Claire picked up the coins and added them to her change jar, and put Andrew’s wallet and keys on the hall table where he’d be able to find them in the morning instead of them getting hidden among breakfast dishes or being covered in milk or cereal or general matter in the kitchen, and poured another glass of wine for herself and one for Andrew.

			Poor Andrew, she thought. He had looked done in. And she must try to remember that nice as these client dinners sounded, it wasn’t like he could just kick back and get pissed and have fun. He had to concentrate and be in work mode the whole time. No wonder they gave him indigestion. And her having a go at him when he came home didn’t help either. They snapped and sniped at each other altogether too much these days. Once upon a time, Claire would have rubbed his shoulders sympathetically when he came home, and commiserated about his day, and they’d have laughed over their various woes together, before going to bed. Claire decided to take his wine upstairs to him so he could have a drink while he got dried and dressed after his shower.

			In the bedroom, Andrew had abandoned his phone and a pile of receipts on the window ledge. Despite her good intentions and resolutions, Claire suppressed a moment of irritation. Of course, Andrew was tired, but did he really need to scatter his stuff around like this? He had always been messy, and he continued to ignore Claire’s best efforts to explain that if he put things away properly instead of casually dumping them round the house, then he wouldn’t lose his belongings with quite such regularity or forget essential items on the way out the door. Then their days could begin with some semblance of calm instead of Andrew roaring round the house bellowing and shouting because he had lost his wallet/keys/phone/USB stick/other indispensable piece of equipment he couldn’t possibly live without, accusing all and sundry of moving/hiding/stealing said essentials until Claire found them in whatever random location he had abandoned them the night before.

			Claire moved his phone from where it was half hidden behind the curtain, picked up the receipts that he’d doubtless need for his expenses and put them on the bedside table. As she put the phone down, it buzzed with a text. From Fucking Farquhar Ferguson, Andrew’s appalling red-trousered best friend from school.

			Looking forward to Sunday, old chap! Will I bring Bogg –

			That was all that was visible on the lock screen.

			Claire seethed to herself. Clearly Andrew had gone ahead and made plans with Fucking Farquhar without mentioning them to her, or checking that they suited, or consulting the complex colour-coded calendar in the kitchen that kept track of everyone’s social commitments. How many times had she told him that if it wasn’t on the calendar, it didn’t count? Weekends were a complicated round of barbecues and Sunday lunches and dinner parties with nice couples just like them, who had nice children the same ages as theirs (though Claire tried not to wince when some of their friends referred to these dinners as ‘suppers’), and the only way it could work and she could keep track of their social life and all the birthday parties and playdates for the kids was if it was all religiously added to the calendar. And now, a rare free weekend, and Andrew had arranged something without telling her! What if they had had something on? And it would appear that the Fucking Farquhar Fergusons were invited here, since Claire assumed the rest of the sentence referred to Boggle, Farquhar’s favourite game, so she was in for an afternoon of slaving over a hot stove before being treated to Farquhar thinking there was nothing more hilarious than Rude Word Boggle, ‘rude words’ covering pretty much anything racist, homophobic and sexist, as well as the more standard rude words like ‘willy’.

			When Andrew came out the shower, Claire demanded, ‘Did you ask the Fergusons round on Sunday?’

			‘What? Yes, I told you.’

			‘You didn’t tell me. If you had told me, it would be on the calendar and it most assuredly is not on the calendar, is it? IS IT?’

			‘Oh, that fucking calendar. Can’t we ever just do something spontaneous without referring to the FUCKING CALENDAR?’

			‘No! Because then the WHOLE SYSTEM BREAKS DOWN!’

			‘Well, it seems fine for you to make arrangements that aren’t on the CALENDAR, like having Emily round tonight. So why can’t I ask the Fergusons?’

			‘Emily just dropped in unexpectedly. I hardly made plans. And anyway, the Fergusons are –’. Claire bit her tongue in the nick of time before she said, ‘the most loathsome arseholes I’ve ever had the misfortune to meet and I can’t for the life of me think what you see in that revolting toad of a man.’

			‘The Fergusons are what?’ demanded Andrew.

			‘Nothing,’ said Claire. ‘Nothing. You just need to tell me about these things, OK?’

			‘I’m sure I did tell you!’ Andrew insisted. ‘Look, I know you don’t like them. But I put up with bloody Emily, so surely you can put up with some of my friends in return, can’t you?’

			Claire suddenly didn’t have the energy to continue the argument. ‘Yes,’ she said wearily. ‘Fine. Have the Fergusons over. You’re quite right. I’m going to bed.’

			Andrew caught Claire’s hand. ‘Don’t go to bed,’ he said. ‘Not yet – I thought we were going to have a glass of wine together? Just one? I’ve not seen you all day, and all we’ve done is fight over broccoli and the Fucking Fergusons. Come on.’

			‘OK,’ said Claire. ‘That would be nice, actually.’

			Downstairs, Andrew smiled at Claire.

			‘We should do this more often,’ he said. ‘Just have a drink together, instead of one of us always being busy on laptops or phones or dealing with the kids. Just sit, just you and me.’

			‘Like we will when we’re old and grey and have bought a vineyard in Tuscany to retire to?’ Claire smiled back.

			‘Exactly like that. You in your shady hat, me in a linen shirt, sitting on the terrace looking over the hills towards Florence.’

			‘You can do your own ironing if you’re going to take up wearing linen shirts! Is Florence in Tuscany?’

			‘I think so.’

			‘A vineyard with views of Florence would be expensive, I bet.’

			‘We can dream, can’t we?’ insisted Andrew. ‘If we’re planning our perfect retirement together, we can have it exactly as we like it.’

			‘We could have a little pied-à-terre in Rome for weekends. Like Keats’s apartment I saw on the Spanish Steps and wanted to go to for the weekend, and you said it would be too “peopley”.’

			‘It would be very peopley,’ Andrew objected.

			‘This is our perfect world, though,’ Claire reminded him, ‘in which both children have left home and settled down early, instead of living with us forever, or giving us false hope by moving out briefly and then moving back in complete with three children and several cats!’

			‘I’m allergic to cats.’

			‘You cannot refuse a home to your grandchildren’s beloved pets.’

			‘OK, I think I prefer the fantasy version of old age. You can have your Keats’s apartment on the Spanish Steps over grandchildren and cats living with us!’

			‘Thank you,’ Claire smirked.

			‘We might as well dream while we can. In reality, we’ll probably find we’re lucky to afford a one-bed flat in Walton-on-the-Naze in our retirement,’ Andrew sighed.

			‘Well,’ Claire comforted him, ‘we can’t speak Italian anyway, and you’re right, the novelty of weekends living on the Spanish Steps would probably get old quite quickly. And there would be no room for the grandchildren or their cats in a one-bed flat, would there?’

			‘True. Shall we have another one, or shall we go to bed?’

			‘We should probably go to bed. It’s a Monday night and we have work tomorrow.’

			‘Bloody work,’ groaned Andrew. ‘Ah well. Roll on Walton-on-the-Naze and getting right off our tits on the cooking sherry every night.’

			‘To Walton-on-the-Naze and the cooking sherry,’ said Claire with a giggle, downing the last dregs of her wine.

			Once they were finally in bed, Andrew snuggled up to Claire affectionately and kissed her neck. ‘Darling,’ he murmured fondly. Claire stiffened, much as part of Andrew was. One hand was now cupping her left breast. She sighed. Her phone had binged her this morning with the fortnightly reminder she had set to try to not let it go too long without rebuffing Andrew’s advances (since she could hardly write ‘Shag husband’ on the colour-coded kitchen calendar). It wasn’t that she didn’t want to have sex, it was just that she was so bloody tired (especially after several glasses of ill-advised wine on a school night). And Andrew was so bloody predictable. He never cuddled up to her in bed just for the sake of a cuddle anymore; he only moved in when he fancied a shag. And even then, it was always the same. The snuggle. The neck kiss. The ‘Darling’ and then the boob grope, followed by the hopeful nudge in the back. Why did men think jabbing you in the small of the back with their erection was erotic, Claire thought crossly.

			Maybe if Andrew actually put a bit of effort in, tried to make her feel a bit sexier, then she’d be more up for it. But then again, she didn’t exactly make a lot of effort herself. She kept promising herself she’d cast aside her stout M&S gussets and wear sexy black-lace thongs or something, but the thought of sitting at a desk all day in something like that was always too thrushy to contemplate. Instead she considered perhaps wearing some kind of skimpy silky number to bed instead of her Boden jammies, but again, comfort and warmth won the day every time. And then, he had tried to make an effort earlier, asking her to have a drink with him, talking about their plans, however wild, for the future together. Andrew nudged her again and twanged the deliciously elasticated waist of said Boden jammies. She sighed again. At least if she did it tonight, she could forget about it again for another two weeks. She suppressed yet another sigh and rolled over.

			‘Just a quickie, yeah?’ she whispered.

			‘Yeah, yeah.’ Andrew panted, pulling off her pyjama bottoms.

			Claire lay there passively as Andrew beavered away. She wondered what had happened to the couple who had been so unable to keep their hands off each other that they’d had sex at every possible opportunity, in public loos, at Christmas parties, on a beach (only once, the sand got everywhere, and they both agreed that however unbearably horny they were, in future they’d at least wait till they got back to the car). Andrew had even once pulled off the motorway without warning and booked them into a service station Travelodge when they were driving to a wedding in Scotland because he declared himself unable to spend six whole hours in a car with her sitting beside him and not make love to her. They had arrived late for the wedding, and she had never quite got her hair right again the whole day, but they agreed, giggling in the back row of the ceremony, that it had been totally worth it. And then they had done it again in the loos during the groom’s (very long and rambling) speech.

			But now, sex was just another chore, another thing on the list to be ticked off. Collect dry cleaning, fill in school-trip forms, fuck husband, renew car insurance, ring parents and mother-in-law, make dentist appointments. Actually, Claire thought, that reminded her, she did need to make dentist appointments for everyone. Oh good. He was finished. Finally. Andrew proffered a romantic handful of tissues to her, patted her shoulder and murmured, ‘Night, darling,’ then immediately rolled over and started snoring, while she lay there, now wide awake, contorting herself to avoid the wet patch. ‘Roll on Walton-on-the-Naze,’ she thought to herself.

			Emily said at least Andrew still wanted sex with Claire, and he wasn’t on awful dating sites pretending to be single and trying to hook up with strangers. And Claire knew she should be grateful for that, and she was really. But however hard she tried, she couldn’t quite ever convey to Emily the sense of ennui she now felt in her marriage. Claire loved Andrew, she really did. She couldn’t even begin to imagine life without him. She had made him go to the doctor about a dodgy mole on his back last year, and she had been so worried until he got the all-clear that it was nothing at all. And of course Andrew loved her. But she couldn’t help but wonder, was this all there was? Was this it? From now, until they died? Maybe things would change when they retired. Maybe when they were pensioners in Walton-on-the-Naze, or possibly a very bijou and especially tumbledown vineyard in a particularly cheap part of Tuscany, they’d finally have time to properly enjoy sex again and would turn into the sort of insatiably randy OAPs one reads about in the Sun sometimes?

			But that wouldn’t be for at least another twenty years. If ever. Even for another twenty years, was this really as good as it would get? And how could Claire change it? Where could she find the energy to change it, and improve things, when she couldn’t even muster the energy to show enthusiasm for a – in the grand scheme of things – very quick quickie? Andrew snored on, blithely unaware of how much she wanted to just scream right now. Did he feel like this too? Did he look at her and think, ‘Is this it? Where’s the girl I married? Who is this woman wittering on at me about dentist appointments and buying yoghurt? Is this how I’ll die? With a dentist-obsessed yoghurt freak? WHERE IS MY YOUTH?’

			Claire punched the pillow and reflected bitterly that Andrew was so wrapped up in his own world these days that none of this had probably even occurred to him. ‘Roll on Walton-on-the-Naze indeed,’ she thought grimly.

		

		
			2

			On Friday morning, Andrew came downstairs carrying an overnight bag.

			‘What are you doing?’ asked Claire.

			Andrew looked shifty. ‘I’ve got that team-building thing,’ he muttered. ‘I told you … yeah? In North Wales.’

			‘NO!’ said Claire. ‘Not this again. You did not tell me, because it would be ON THE FUCKING CALENDAR. And look!’ Claire brandished the calendar at him quite violently. ‘IT IS NOT ON THE FUCKING CALENDAR!’

			‘Mummy, you said “fuck”,’ observed Tabitha sweetly.

			‘Yes, Claire, please do at least try not to swear in front of the children,’ said Andrew primly, attempting to regain the moral high ground that he had just bungy-jumped off with his announcement of an unscheduled trip away that he had most assuredly not mentioned to Claire.

			‘Anyway,’ said Andrew. ‘I’ll be home tomorrow. It’s only one night, you’ll manage. Look, I must go. I’m picking up John and I’m late – I couldn’t find my wallet.’

			‘Wait!’ said Claire, preparing to launch once again into her tried-and-tested speech where she chuntered like a rabid squirrel, as she pointed out to Andrew the complex timetables, favours called in, hours spent filling the freezer and making sure everyone’s laundry was up to date that she’d had to do in order to go on a two-day work trip a few months ago, and how unfair it was that Andrew was simply able to chuck some pants in a bag and waltz out the door. But before she had a chance to start, Andrew turned around, came over and kissed her.

			‘I’m sorry I forgot to tell you,’ he said. ‘Why don’t I make it up to you? I’ll take you away for the weekend. Properly, somewhere nice. We could even go to that place on the Spanish Steps you wanted to go to. What do you say?’

			‘Um,’ said Claire, taken aback. ‘Yes, that would be wonderful.’

			‘OK. Well, we can look into it when I get back, yeah? Anyway, I really must go now.’ With that, he kissed Claire again and dashed out the door.

			Claire was chivvying the children about their shoes and coats and did-they-have-their-PE-kits-well-why-not-how-many-times-had-she-told-them-to-make-sure-they-had-them, when to her irritation she saw Andrew’s phone lying behind the local free paper on the hall table.

			‘FFS,’ she thought. This was far from the first time Andrew had forgotten his phone, because he wouldn’t listen when Claire told him time and time again to leave all his stuff in one designated place, and then he’d have it all together and ready to go, although recently he had been much better about not forgetting or losing things. She glanced at her watch. He’d probably just be picking up his colleague John now, so she could text John and tell him Andrew needed to come and get his phone before he was halfway to North Wales and realised he didn’t have it, and they could avoid a repeat of the time he had got all the way to Bristol for an Important Meeting before he noticed he didn’t have it with him. Claire, who Andrew complained was overly attached to her phone, couldn’t imagine going so long without trying to look at her phone and realising it wasn’t there, but Andrew had this weird thing about only checking his phone every hour, and ‘not being a slave to it’.

			Claire opened Andrew’s phone to find John’s number and message him. She was texting John, when to her surprise a message notification flashed up from Emily. Why was Emily texting Andrew? Was she OK? Had something happened to her and she was trying to reach Claire, and couldn’t get hold of her and was hoping Andrew could pass on a message? Claire anxiously opened Emily’s message to see what the problem was. Emily had sent a photo for some reason, two photos actually, that were downloading very slowly and filling the screen. Another text from Emily popped up below them, while the photos carried on downloading.

			So excited. Can’t wait to see you later. Do you want a sneak preview of what’s waiting for you? I’m getting wet just thinking about spending the whole night with you and what I’m going to do to you …

			Claire was confused for a second. Surely this was a mistake? Emily must have meant to send these to someone else, perhaps a Tinder date called Andrew? She’d be mortified when she realised though, as would Andrew. Though it was odd she hadn’t mentioned anyone to Claire. Maybe Claire should just delete the messages. Another message pinged in.

			And I’m getting even wetter thinking about all the things I’m going to let you do to me …

			Send me a pic if these are making you hard xx

			Another photo was downloading, very slowly. Oh God, this was awful. Poor Emily, how could she fuck up like this? She’d never live this down. Claire definitely had to delete all of this, before Andrew saw it. How would either of them be able to look each other in the face again? And Claire didn’t want to see the photos that were still downloading either. It was bad enough reading Emily’s dirty texts – they just made her seem a bit … desperate.

			The children were clamouring something about money for a bake sale that they’d forgotten to mention to her, and she murmured, ‘Just a second, poppets, I just need to do something’ as she hastily scrolled up, to select Emily’s messages to delete. No one need ever know. Well, she’d probably tell Emily next time they had a few drinks, and they’d piss themselves at the thought of Andrew’s face if he had been driving to North Wales, listening to John the Motorway Bore droning on about the best route to take and why the sat nav was wrong when these popped up on the screen in the car! Poor Andrew. It was just as well he’d forgotten his phone.

			But as Claire deleted the texts, she saw more messages from Emily that had been pushed up the screen by the photos, and replies from Andrew, and oh God, oh God – Claire felt sick – what did they say? All in the same vein, apart from one confirming the hotel they were meeting at tonight, and this was a mistake, this was a horrible mistake, that was all, and then Andrew’s key was in the lock and he was walking through the door saying, ‘Hello, you all still here, won’t you be late, I forgot my phone, what are you doing, darling?’ as he saw Claire clutching the phone and for reasons she wasn’t sure of, she hit the lock button as she handed it to him and muttered, ‘I was just about to text John to say you’d forgotten it,’ and Andrew simply said, ‘Thanks, sweetheart, must dash,’ and was gone before Claire could say anything else.

			Claire got the children to school on autopilot and made it into the office and logged on to her computer, though for the life of her, if you had asked her, she couldn’t have told you what her username or password was. Or anything else really. All she had was ticker tape running through her head repeating, ‘This is a mistake, it’s all a misunderstanding, this is a mistake.’

			Several times she picked up her phone, to call Emily, or Andrew, and have them reassure her. Tell her it was all a mistake, because surely it was. What else could it be? But each time as her finger hovered over the button, she stopped, because the other voice in her head was clamouring to be heard over the voice chanting ‘Mistake, misunderstanding, mistake’, and it was shouting, ‘What if it’s not, what if it’s not, what if it’s not?’ If Claire didn’t say anything, if she didn’t let them know she knew, then it was a mistake, it wasn’t real. It wasn’t real until she heard Emily or Andrew say it was real. She didn’t have to make it real. Maybe she didn’t want to make it real. Because of course, it was all just a mistake.

			Claire somehow got through the day until it was time to pick the children up from school. On Fridays she finished early, so she picked them up from the playground, straight after school, instead of from after-school club. Although Claire usually enjoyed the early finish and the children’s faces as they hurtled out of school (well, Lucas was too cool to hurtle to her now. He tended to saunter over and chuck his bag at her and demand to go and play football with his friends until Tabitha appeared), she had never really got to grips with the whole ‘chatting to the other mums’ business. When Lucas first started school, she had gone for coffee sometimes with the other mums, and most of them had seemed nice. In good weather, some of them would go to the park after school and chat while the kids played on the swings and rolled in the mud. It had been fun getting to know people again after the toddler stages, when your attempts at friendships mainly consisted of half-snatched conversations over cold cups of tea and your offspring’s rejected, soggy, half-eaten biscuits that went along the lines of, ‘So, then I went to the – LUCAS! LUCAS! WE DO NOT HIT! Sorry, what was I saying? Oh yes, I went to – TABITHA, NO, TABITHA! TABITHA, IN THE POTTY, NOT IN THE CORNER! Oh Christ I’m so sorry – LUCAS, oh no! So sorry, so sorry, I’ll replace it of course, oh shit, it was your grandmother’s, oh no, I’m so sorry, yes of course, sentimental value, I understand, I really can’t apologise enough, God, look at the time, we must get going – TABITHA, PUT YOUR PANTS ON. LUCAS, GIVE THAT BACK NOW! NO, DON’T LICK THAT! Sorry again, byeeee!’

			Claire sometimes felt the toddler years with her children had mainly consisted of just repeating ‘I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry’ to people she didn’t really know as she attempted to deal with the carnage her children seemed determined to leave in their wake wherever they went, and she’d had high hopes that once the children were (marginally) more civilised, she could actually make some friends instead of just issuing grovelling apologies.

			But then, after Lucas had been at school for a couple of years, Tabitha started, and Claire went back to work. She was a senior risk analyst with a large bank, who made all the right noises about supporting parents and flexi-time, but in reality they were fairly inflexible. One early office finish a week to work from home was the best Claire had been able to negotiate, so she didn’t get much of a chance to meet people in the playground anymore. And even though she was able to finish in time to pick them up on Fridays, there wasn’t time for trips to the park because she was haring off to one or the other of the classes that she and Andrew had agreed would help them become proper well-rounded citizens, classes he was sadly never available to take them to (though Claire had dug her heels in when Andrew had suggested adding golf lessons to the rota and snapped that if he wanted them to learn bloody golf, he could organise it. She was playing no part in a game that she agreed with Mark Twain was a good walk spoiled, and there was such a thing as being too middle class and well rounded, you know). Every time Claire arrived at the school gates, the other mums already seemed to be in their own little groups, and though they were kind when she tried to join in the conversation, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was intruding and had missed the opportunity to actually make friends with any of them, rather than them simply being acquaintances that she shared lifts and arranged playdates with via WhatsApp.

			Most of all, though, Claire couldn’t help but feel that they were all so much better at being mothers than she was. They all seemed to have it so together – the wholesome snacks ready for their children, the apparent genuine interest in the inane stories their children told them when they came out of school. Claire, on the other hand, had a tendency to zone out of Tabitha’s lengthy renditions of what Ella said to Olivia and why Miss Bateman was a poo-poo head and she hated her, interjecting the occasional ‘Wow!’ or ‘Mmm!’ at what seemed like suitable intervals. At least, Claire had always consoled herself, she had Emily. Emily had never made playdough or chia-seed porridge-bar bites in her life. In fact, compared with Emily, Claire often felt a tiny bit smug, like she really was a fully functioning adult, while Emily lurched from crisis to crisis.

			Lucy Connor came over to talk to Claire when she walked into the playground, to arrange a lift-share to a party Tabitha and her daughter Ella were both invited to the following weekend.

			‘And are you doing much this weekend?’ asked Lucy politely.

			Somehow Claire kept the bright smile she had mustered when Lucy came over and fought the urge to be sick.

			‘Oh, not much on tonight. My husband’s away for work, but we’ve got some friends coming for lunch on Sunday.’

			‘Lovely!’ beamed Lucy. ‘That’ll be nice for you.’

			‘Yes,’ said Claire, smile still plastered, while to herself she repeated, ‘Mistake mistake mistake’ to quash the urge to shriek, ‘I think my husband is fucking my best friend and I don’t know what to do, please help me, I can’t cope, please tell me it’s all a mistake mistake mistake.’

			‘Oh, here’s Ben and Ella,’ said Lucy. ‘We must go. We’ve got swimming straight after school! Nice to see you, Claire!’

			As Lucy hustled her children out the gate, Lolly Hughes appeared and made a beeline for Claire. Lolly Hughes was the most organically yoga’d up of all the little clique of organic yoga stay-at-home mummies that populated the playground. Not all the stay-a-home mums were like Lolly and her friends, of course – most of them were lovely – but Lolly’s gang made it very clear they Disapproved of Working Mothers and believed if you didn’t spend all your time between Sun Salutations whipping up batches of organic kimchi for your precious moppets to consume, then your darlings were indeed well within their rights to complain to UNICEF. And Tabitha had been at Lolly’s for a playdate with her perfect twins, Ophelia and Gertrude, after school yesterday, but Lolly had been at a yoga class when Claire had collected them and she had only seen the au pair, so no doubt Lolly was making up for her missed opportunity to cast up something Tabitha had said or done last night. Lolly lived to make other parents feel inferior and was the last person Claire wanted to talk to right now.

			‘Claire,’ Lolly cooed. ‘SO nice to see you. I did want to have a little chat with you about Tabitha.’

			‘Oh?’ said Claire, still smiling brightly.

			‘Yes,’ continued Lolly, faux concern dripping from every perfectly cleansed, toned, moisturised and exfoliated pore. ‘She didn’t eat her supper last night, not a bite, and I wondered, have you considered the possibility that she might have an eating disorder?’

			Claire blinked. In fairness, of all the things that she thought Lolly might be going to suggest about her failings as a mother, that hadn’t been one of them. For a brief moment, the whirling in her head stopped as she attempted to process what Lolly was saying.

			‘I’m sure she’s fine,’ she replied, trying to edge away from Lolly.

			‘Claire, it’s really important we’re aware of the signs of disordered eating and tackle them immediately,’ said Lolly firmly.

			Claire resisted the urge to tell Lolly to FUCK RIGHT OFF, and instead asked, ‘Well, what did you have for dinner?’ (Tabitha, when asked the same question the previous night, as she inhaled three pork pies and a packet of Hula Hoops on her return from Lolly’s, while wailing that she was STARVING, had replied only ‘YUCK’ to the same question: ‘I don’t know what it was, Mummy, apart from it was YUCK!’)

			‘Oh, as you know, I like to keep it simple for visiting children, so we just had some natto and brown rice topped with avocado and kimchi.’

			‘Of course,’ said Claire. ‘Er, what exactly is natto again?’

			‘Oh, don’t you know? It’s fermented soy beans. SUPER-healthy and so delicious! It’s why Japanese people live so long. Anything fermented is so marvellous for the gut. And the skin. And well, everything, really.’

			Claire, reflecting that Tabitha wouldn’t even eat baked beans, was unsurprised that she had rejected Lolly’s offerings.

			‘Tabitha can be a little picky,’ Claire admitted.

			‘I know, and I totally understand, of course, but I couldn’t get her to eat anything. Even when I offered to make her some yummy scrambled organic tofu on my special cauliflower bread – of course, it’s not actually bread because you know, toxins. We just call it that for a little bit of fun! That’s Ophelia and Gertrude’s favourite treat meal. They always choose on it on birthdays.’

			Claire was lost for words. Lolly did not seem to notice and ploughed on regardless.

			‘And then, the children are always allowed a sweetie after dinner when they have visitors. And she wouldn’t even have that.’

			Claire tried to concentrate. ‘Oh dear. No, that doesn’t sound like Tabitha. What sweets did they have?’

			‘Well, obviously not SWEET sweets,’ laughed Lolly. ‘God, who would give their children them? I feel quite ill when I look at the ingredients on Haribos and Fruit Pastilles. No, they had a spoonful of chewable bee pollen. TREMENDOUSLY good for them, but Tabitha refused. So you see, I was worried. Is everything all right? You know, you do look very tired?’

			Claire, thinking of the bare shelves in her fridge last night following Tabitha’s return, thanked Lolly for her concern, and assured her Tabitha was fine and she, Claire, was also fine, but she’d keep an eye on Tabitha.

			‘Are you sure? Well, all right. And what about you, Claire? Have you thought about doing a total detox?’

			‘I need to go,’ insisted Claire.

			‘It’s just that you do look very drawn,’ Lolly insisted. ‘Have you thought about getting a jade egg, you know, for down there?’

			Lolly’s eyes flicked discreetly to Claire’s crotch and back to her face. ‘Just to keep everything in tip-top condition? It doesn’t only do wonders for your sex life, though Harry says he can really notice the difference since I started using mine. It also really refreshes your whole body and system.’

			‘Err,’ said Claire desperately, then saw another of the yummy-mummy crowd loitering nearby. ‘I think Jacinta’s looking for you.’

			‘Oh, gosh, so she is! She’s got some new herbs for me, you know, for the vaginal steaming! I’ll tell you about that another time. Anyway, before I go, I just wanted to check I can count on you to help at the coffee morning next week, yes? Good. We always need backroom people to come and lend a hand, so I’ll put you down for washing up from 10 until 2, shall I?’

			‘What?’ said Claire. ‘Lolly, I don’t know if I can –’

			‘Excellent,’ said Lolly. ‘That’s that sorted. Jacinta! I’m over here,’ and Lolly sashayed off to join Jacinta, who liked to think of herself as being ‘alternative’ because her £150 yoga leggings were branded as ‘ethical’ and she had once tried a joint (‘but I didn't much like it. Maybe it was because they didn’t use organic Rizlas?’)

			Lucas and Tabitha then appeared, to Claire’s relief, and they all hurried out the gate, before Lolly and Jacinta could return and try to foist vaginal steaming herbs on her. Perhaps, she thought sadly, a scalded fanny would at least take her mind off things.
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