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Part One

Before



   
Chapter One

Sunday, February 10

It’s happened again, the night-sweating thing. ‘Christ, Viv,’ Andy announces. ‘It’s like waking up in a swamp around here.’

I blink at my husband as he climbs out of bed. ‘I can’t help it. It just comes out of my body while I’m asleep.’

He winces. ‘Yeah, well, I’m just saying.’

‘But you’re not just saying, are you? You’re telling me off for being a middle-aged woman in the throes of hormonal collapse—’

‘It’s just unpleasant, that’s all I mean.’

He pulls on his dressing gown, tightening the belt with a sharp tug. It’s unpleasant for him? Well, I’m sorry, but along with the sweats I have a few other issues on my plate right now, such as: mood swings, heart palpitations, irrational outbursts and perpetually simmering anxiety that’s ramped up considerably from my usual already significant levels; plus a craving for hefty puddings (which might explain the weight piling onto my stomach), a tendency to cry at the sight of puppies, kittens, calves – any juvenile animal in fact – and more spots than I’ve been plagued with since I was thirteen years old. Oh, and there are the night fears too, neatly parcelled up with insomnia: about whether I booked my boss’s flights for the correct date, and why I am overdrawn so badly, and what’s happened to make my hair go crunchy like straw. There’s always something to fret about at 4.37 a.m., from the state of the government to the size of my arse – and, failing that, I can angst about my anxiety in general (is it normal to feel this way?). And my husband has the audacity to moan about a clammy bed? For a man, the menopause is a breeze.

‘I could sleep in the spare room?’ I suggest. ‘If it’s that bad for you?’

‘No need for that,’ he says with a martyrish sigh.

‘Or book into a special hotel for menopausal ladies with fans everywhere and sympathetic men to tend to our needs?’

He chooses not to respond to this.

‘There’s not much else I can do,’ I add. ‘It’s not as if I can have a thermostat fitted.’

‘All right, you’ve made your point …’

‘Although I wish I did have a little knob.’

I study my husband’s face: dashing Doctor Flint, with those intensely blue eyes and long, long lashes, as lush and curly as if he’s been at my mascara. I suspect the majority of his colleagues and patients nurture a crush on him. I’m hoping to detect a glimmer of humour – or at least sympathy for my plummeting oestrogen levels on this drab, grey-skied morning. He just regards me coolly as if I’ve been sweating disgustingly just to spite him. Considering his lofty position in the medical profession, his bedside manner stinks.

Trying to shrug off my irritation, I shower after Andy and peep into our daughter’s room where she is still in bed. She has fine, light brown hair, big blue eyes like her dad’s and a wide gappy smile, with two milk teeth gone.

‘Morning, Iz,’ I say. ‘Time to get up, love. Remember we said we’d go swimming today?’

‘Oh, I forgot!’

‘Let’s go before it gets too busy,’ I add. She slips out of bed and grabs at clothes from her wardrobe; Izzy won’t tolerate being told what to wear. People are often taken aback that Andy and I have a seven-year-old daughter. We are both fifty-two and I am easily the oldest mother at the school gate. When Izzy was conceived we had long given up hope of ever having a second child; there were a couple of miscarriages after we’d had our son, and then nothing more after that. We both had tests, and everything seemed to be in proper working order, but the years rolled by with no more pregnancies.

Andy and I had just accepted that we would only have the one child. Spencer was a brilliant boy, and we didn’t feel short-changed in any way. In fact, although we never used contraception, we’d almost forgotten it might be possible for us to conceive again. We certainly didn’t expect it to happen when I was forty-four.

When I missed a period I thought it was the menopause starting. But instead, along came Izzy, an explosion of joy for whom I am grateful every single day. Spencer, who’s twenty-two, looked a little queasy when we announced that he’d soon have a sibling (although he came round, of course, and he has adored Izzy from the moment she was born). But I guess most teenage boys don’t wish to be confronted by the hard evidence that their parents still do it.

We don’t much anymore, which wouldn’t be so much of an issue, were it not for a more startling aspect of the menopause. More startling, anyway, than the sweating, which I’d expected. But I hadn’t anticipated this surge in libido, to the point where I want it constantly and am driven to pawing at Andy in bed like a rampant sex pest.

Aw, Viv, I’m a bit knackered tonight.

I want to get up early for a run, love.

My lower back’s playing up again. Pretty sure it’s sciatica.

… Or maybe lumbago? Yeah, I think it’s that.

Ouch! Sorry, I got a twinge when you did that …

Such is the loin-stirring effect I have on my beloved. One day he’ll be desperate, breathing hotly in my ear and I’ll be the exhausted/sciatica-bothered one. Sorry, mate, you had your chance! The prospect of denying him sex cheers me hugely while I make scrambled eggs for the three of us, and by the time we sit down to breakfast, I have just about forgiven him for his grumpiness earlier.

I even find it within myself to apologise, basically for being a woman, growing older. ‘Sorry I’m being so narky,’ I say, sipping my coffee. ‘It’s just horrible, waking up feeling like a slimy reptile.’

He eyes me levelly, this man who is supposed to love me and, by extension, possibly care about the hormonal stew I have found myself in. ‘I think you’ll find reptiles are dry-skinned, Viv,’ he says.



   
Chapter Two

Monday, February 11

First day back after half-term, and Izzy and I are speed-walking to school. I am trying to greet the new week with a positive attitude and forget about how snarky and unsupportive Andy has been lately. Maybe it’s work pressures and I should try to be more understanding of his needs? I know his job is pressurised, that everyone is overstretched, that working in a major hospital under tighter and tighter budget restrictions is no picnic. And, Christ, I respect what he does.

However, the reptile thing is still niggling me, especially as he added, ‘I’d say you’re more … amphibious,’ while quirking his left eyebrow in that irritating way that always makes me want to thump him (have I always been this intolerant, with fury simmering just below the surface, or is it a new thing?). Plus, I’ve noticed Andy using the phrase ‘I think you’ll find’ quite a lot recently, and not just in a reptile context. For instance, we have a worrying fan heater in our bedroom (Andy really feels the cold), which he refuses to throw away, despite the fact that it emits a burning smell sporadically.

He insists it’s perfectly safe. Being male, with that x-ray vision all men have, he can obviously see through the white plastic exterior to its inner workings and be confident in his diagnosis. ‘I think you’ll find it’s just the dust inside burning off,’ he added, last time I ‘went on’ about it (i.e. happened to mention that it smelt worryingly close to burning the house down).

‘But should there be dust in it?’ I asked. ‘And, if so, is it meant to “burn off”?’

‘It’s fine!’

I can see it inscribed on our tombstones: He said the fan heater was perfectly safe to use. One more thing to add to the menopausal worries currently piling up in my head.

‘Mum, there’s Maeve!’ Izzy announces, snapping me back to the present as she spots her best friend across the street. Maeve and her mother, Jules, wave to us, and we cross the road to join them.

‘Hey, we were hoping to see you on the way,’ Jules says as the girls fall into conversation and scamper ahead. ‘What’ve you been up to?’

‘Just pottering about really,’ I reply. ‘How about you?’

‘We decided to go down to the caravan at the last minute. I know it sounds mad at this time of year but Erol was determined to get away for a few days.’

Ah, lovely Erol, Jules’s husband, who makes no secret of the fact that he adores her and is always festooning her with compliments. She seems to think this is entirely normal, to be expected in a marriage. Maybe it is?

‘Bet it was lovely,’ I say, at which Jules chuckles. Jokingly, they call their static mobile home The World’s Most Disgusting Caravan although, from what I’ve seen, it looks pretty idyllic with its faded green decking and hanging baskets, and views of Lake Windermere.

‘I’d never say it’s lovely,’ she says, ‘especially now it seems to have developed a leak right over our bed. But we had fun, didn’t we, Maeve?’

‘Yeah.’ Her daughter looks back and grins. ‘We built a fire by the lake and cooked sausages on it.’

‘Wow, in February?’ I exclaim.

Jules smiles. At forty-two, she looks even more youthful than her years with her wiry body and boyish crop. I guess her look would be described as ‘elfin.’ If I had her hairstyle it would be more ‘stout, angry man.’

‘You know what Erol’s like,’ she goes on. ‘Never deterred by bad weather. Anyway, it was lovely to be away, especially as I have a pretty full-on time coming up.’

‘Plenty of clients at the moment?’ I ask.

‘Yeah, and I’m starting some new classes too.’

I nod, and a thought starts to form. Before I knew her, Jules was something very important in banking. Burnt out and disillusioned with corporate life, she chucked all that in and now has several strings to her bow: yoga teacher, caterer and … life coach. I know Andy regards coaching as a silly indulgence for the privileged few, but, frankly, who cares what he thinks? If I booked a few sessions, perhaps some of Jules’s qualities might rub off on me. Perhaps I’d be less … amphibious.

‘D’you have room for any more clients at the moment?’ I ask as we approach the school.

‘You mean, for someone you know?’

‘Erm, not exactly …’

‘You mean for you?’

‘I do, actually,’ I say.

‘Great! Yes, we can fix something up no problem. Fancy a coffee now, or are you rushing straight off to work?’

‘Back to work, unfortunately,’ I reply, ‘but let’s get together soon.’ At the school gates now, I turn to Izzy. ‘Remember it’s after-school club today, won’t you?’

‘Yeah.’ She grins. Maeve goes too; they have toast and honey and are apparently embarking on a mural-painting project in the playground. ‘Is my gym kit in my bag?’ she asks.

‘Yes, love.’

‘What kind of sandwiches did you give me?’

‘Cheese and pickle.’

‘What else is there?’

‘Tangerine, cereal bar, packet of Crunchy-Bites …’

‘Did you pack Woolly?’ That’s the joke sandwich my friend Penny knitted for Izzy’s last birthday, which amused her so much that she likes to bring it to school every day. Every so often I have to wrestle it off her for a gentle hand-wash.

‘Of course I did.’ I bob down to kiss her as the bell sounds. ‘Have a good day, sweetheart—’

‘Mum, I’ll be late!’ She pulls away, inadequately brushed hair flying behind her as she and Maeve charge towards the door.

And so to work, on an unlovely industrial estate to the west of Glasgow, where I find my office phone already ringing. It’s my boss calling in a state of distress.

‘What on earth made you book this place, Viv?’

Rose is phoning from China. This is why she is shouting. Despite her undeniable intellect, she seems to believe that the further she is from our headquarters, the louder she has to be. Never mind that she could easily have messaged me. Rose prefers to communicate verbally and – with the seven-hour time difference firmly established in her mind – had obviously been poised to call me the minute I’d sat down at my desk.

‘It looked fine on the website,’ I say. ‘I checked out loads of options and thought it seemed like the best …’

‘You said it was as good as the Larson!’

‘Yes, but the Larson was full. Remember I told you?’ And I showed you pictures of this place, of the glass-walled lounge and rooftop infinity pool, which you barely looked at. We have clients all over the world and, with China being a particularly big market for us, Rose has been to Tianjin on business several times.

‘Yes, well, they’re in the throes of building works here,’ she explains, as if I should have known this, ‘and I’ve been shovelled off into this god-awful annexe.’

‘Oh, I am sorry to hear that. Is it comfortable, though?’

‘Not exactly. There’s a problem.’

I clear my throat. ‘What is it?’

‘There’s …’ her voice tightens ‘… a pubic hair on the toilet seat.’

For a moment, I don’t quite know how to respond.

‘Can you hear me, Viv?’

‘Yes, yes, I hear you …’ Loud and ruddy clear! ‘Um, could you call housekeeping or something? Maybe they could send someone along to deal with it?’ Or how about grabbing a piece of loo paper and wiping it away by yourself?

I’m prepared to humour her little freak-out because, in many ways, Rose is a remarkable woman. Our company, Flaxico, might sound like some kind of anti-flatulence medication but it’s actually a long-established, male-dominated global food company. Perennially single and child-free, Rose has forced her way, terrier-like, up through the ranks and now presides over our sprawling complex of glass and steel. At barely five feet tall, she favours massive blow-dries and teetering heels and, although the overall effect is a little scary, I admire her commitment to adding height to herself from both ends.

It wasn’t part of my life’s plan to work somewhere like this. Years ago, I worked in theatre, which I loved. I did various jobs – props, lighting, set building – before working my way up to stage manager. However, the hours were insane, which was fine when I was younger, but less so when I became a mum again at forty-five. So I took a couple of years out after having Izzy. By the time I was ready to return, the theatre company I’d been connected to had had its funding stopped, and I couldn’t find anything else. Disconcertingly, it felt like all of my reliable contacts had moved on. To tide me over I took on some temping work here until Rose appointed me as her PA five years ago.

When I’d taken the temp role, I’d had no idea that Flaxico was one of the world’s biggest manufacturers of … well, pellets in fact. They’re formed mainly from cereals (corn, wheat, rice) that have been ‘extruded’ (i.e. forced through a shaping machine). When they leave our factory they look like beanbag filler, or gravel from the bottom of a fish tank, and are what’s known as an ‘intermediate product’. They are then sold on to other companies to be flavoured, dyed, fried, baked, air-puffed or whatever’s required to turn them into the desired savoury snacks, breakfast cereals or pet treats.

So, that’s what we are about; hardly artisanal, nothing fresh or even resembling anything you’d actually want to eat. It’s basically enormous vats of stuff being pumped about. Meanwhile, Rose travels the world, negotiating eye-watering deals with some of the most ruthless individuals in food manufacturing – yet she falls apart at the sight of a pube on a loo seat.

‘Could you get onto someone please?’ she asks now.

‘Yes, of course. Leave it with me and I’ll get straight back to you.’

‘Thanks so much.’ When I manage to sort it, Rose calls me a ‘lifesaver’, which is perhaps overshooting it a bit, but at least she is appreciative of my efforts.

I tell Andy about all of this as we get ready for bed that night – thinking, well, it’s funny, isn’t it, the pube-in-China emergency? ‘So,’ I rattle on, ‘from a distance of 5,000 miles I finally managed to speak to a human being on the phone – they speak English, of course they do, Tianjin’s an international city of something like thirteen million people. Can you believe that? That there are these enormous cities, way bigger than London, some of them, that most people in Britain have never even heard of?’

I clamber into bed. Andy is sitting on the edge of it, seemingly engrossed in the task of peeling off a sock.

‘Andy?’

He flinches as if he’s only just remembered I’m here. ‘Huh?’

‘I was just saying, most people haven’t even heard of it.’

‘Haven’t heard of what?’

‘Tianjin.’

He gives me a baffled stare. ‘Tian … jin?’

‘It’s where Rose is right now.’ I think you’ll find it’s in China.

‘Oh, is it? Right …’

As he climbs into bed, I wonder if this is how it feels to do stand-up and be faced with row upon row of unsmiling faces as your routine bombs. Maybe it’s my material, you’d think, desperately. I need to change direction – find something fresh and new.

The problem is, this is my life. It’s the only material I have.



   
Chapter Three

Thursday, February 14

No Valentine’s present – not even a card – but then I didn’t get anything for Andy either. This year, we decided ‘not to honour Valentine’s Day’. As it was by mutual agreement (at least, he suggested it and I couldn’t think of a good enough reason to disagree without seeming needy or simply wanting a gift), I can hardly be huffy about it. In fact, I don’t even mention it. I just get ready for work as normal, and chivvy Izzy along, pretending it’s just an ordinary day.

Until last year, we exchanged cards at least. The fact that even this ritual has dropped off the radar gives me an uneasy feeling deep in my gut, but I try to ignore it as I drive to work.

At the office, a bouquet of red roses arrives for one of the other PAs from her newish boyfriend. That’s what newish boyfriends do, I reassure myself as everyone gathers around and makes a big fuss of it. They make these grand gestures; it’s almost expected. And an image flashes into my mind of a Valentine’s Day many years ago, when I still worked in theatre. I’d just gone back after having Spencer and was working on a production that was proving incredibly tricky to pull together. In the middle of a rehearsal, an enormous, showy concoction of pink lilies and white baby’s breath arrived for me from Andy. The entire cast and crew gathered around and cheered, and my face blazed with delight.

To my gorgeous superwoman, the card said.

Another time, Andy had a request played for me on the radio, when people still did that. Further back, when we were still pretty new as a couple, having recently met at an otherwise terrible party, he’d make mix tapes for me and turn up at my door at 2 a.m., a bit drunk and proclaiming love, which I’d pretend to be mad about for about three seconds before pulling him in and hauling him off to my bed.

Back then, we didn’t need it to be Valentine’s Day to make thoughtful, affectionate gestures. Andy and I sent cards and letters to each other in the post all the time. If he’d stayed over at my flat, and left before I’d got up, I’d often find a sweet or funny note from him, sitting by the kettle. I’d draw silly cartoons to make him smile when he found them in his fridge. It occurs to me now that Valentine’s Day is more useful to long-term couples like us, acting as it does as a reminder to make an effort, to consider the other person and make them feel special. But too late for that now, at least for this year. As we are Not Honouring It, there’s no night out planned, no treaty dinner, just for the two of us.

Back home after work, I tell myself that this is a good thing as restaurants are always packed on February 14th, and they have those special Valentine’s menus, which are actually just their normal ones with ‘seduction cocktails’ and pink champagne jellies tacked on, as if that constitutes romance. I have almost convinced myself that going out with one’s beloved on Valentine’s Day is corny and faintly embarrassing (who wants to eat out just because the date on the calendar says we should? All that pressure, jeez!) when Andy announces he is going out – with other people!

‘Just a couple of drinks,’ Andy says, kissing me fleetingly on his way out. ‘Won’t be a late one. Sorry, I totally forgot what day it is. You don’t mind, do you?’ He pulls a pained expression.

‘Of course not.’ What else am I going to say? Since V-Day is Non-Honoured it would seem ridiculous to kick up a fuss. I mean, what would we be doing anyway? Watching TV?

An hour or so later, still irritated and listless, I text my friend Shelley to vent that my husband has chosen tonight to meet up with a couple of old mates, but never-bloody-mind. I hadn’t realised her partner, Laurence, is away with work. We decide she must come over right away (Izzy is already tucked up in bed, and Shelley doesn’t have kids).

It’s my full intention to be perky and cheerful tonight. Shelley is a social worker with a barely manageable caseload, and the last thing she wants is for me to be blethering on about how Andy seems to have developed an aversion towards me. But after a large glass of wine, it all tumbles out: how mild disdain seems to be his default setting; how unaffectionate he is generally, and how I suspect he could quite happily never have sex with me again. How there’s always some excuse not to do it, and how shitty and rejected I’ve felt, night after night, to the point at which I have now stopped trying to initiate anything at all.

How I stand there naked sometimes, looking at my middle-aged body with the saggy boobs and wobbly stomach in our full-length mirror and think: Christ, no wonder he doesn’t want to do it with me. I mean, who would?

‘Could it be that simple?’ I ask Shelley. ‘That, basically, he no longer likes what he sees?’

‘Of course it’s not that,’ she retorts. ‘You’re gorgeous, Viv. Don’t be crazy. If he doesn’t realise how lucky he is, he’s an idiot.’ She pauses. ‘It’s probably nothing to do with you at all. It’ll be his job, I bet. He’s probably just tired and stressed, or he’s become complacent—’

‘Or maybe I had all my quota in our early years,’ I cut in, topping up her glass.

‘Of sex, you mean?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I don’t think it quite works like that,’ she says with a wry smile. She tucks her stockinged feet under her on the sofa and smooths down her fine auburn hair.

‘It might. You can overdo things, can’t you? Like when you eat too much of the same thing and suddenly you can’t stand it.’

‘Oh, God, yeah. Like hummus.’ She shudders. ‘The smell of it makes me want to vomit now.’

‘Mine’s strawberry fromage frais. Izzy used to love it and I was always scoffing a pot whenever she had one. But once I’d reached that tipping point, that was that.’

‘You’d over-fromaged yourself?’ she suggests.

‘Yep. I could hardly bear to look at it. So maybe that’s what’s happened, and these days I have a sort of fromage frais effect on Andy.’

‘’Course you don’t,’ she splutters.

‘Or are my sprouting face hairs putting him off?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous!’

‘But maybe they are,’ I say firmly. ‘There was a new one this morning – a thick, long wire – like you might find if you took a vintage radio to bits …’

‘Before they were wireless?’

I nod. ‘Exactly.’

‘I had one of those too, sticking out of my chin. I couldn’t believe my own body had made it.’

‘And then there are the softer ones,’ I add. ‘The ones that sneak out, barely visible but definitely there, like little bits of fur. No wonder he doesn’t want to have sex when I’m halfway to being a goat.’

‘Some people would pay good money for that,’ she guffaws.

She does cheer me up, because when you talk about how someone won’t do it with you, it seems jokey and ridiculous and easily fixable with ‘a chat’.

‘You are going to talk to him, aren’t you?’ Shelley asks as she leaves. ‘I mean, to find out what’s actually going on?’

And I agree that I am.

We’re in bed now, and he is engrossed in a weighty psychological thriller. I clear my throat. ‘Andy?’

‘Mmm-hmm?’ His eyes remain fixed upon the book.

‘You know all this sweating and stuff I’ve got going on?’ I begin, alluringly.

‘Er, yeah?’

‘Well …’ I pause. ‘Does it kind of … put you off, you know … us doing stuff?’

He turns and blinks at me. ‘Doing stuff? What d’you mean?’

What does he think I mean? Having day trips at the seaside? ‘Doing it,’ I mutter. ‘You know what I’m talking about, don’t you?’

Oh God, I am rapidly losing confidence here. This is ridiculous! We’ve been together for twenty-five years. He held back my hair while I threw up from a bad oyster at his youngest brother’s wedding. He has seen me push out two babies. He didn’t seem to enjoy it especially, and with Izzy I caught him poking at his phone – but still, it’s mad that I should feel shy with him.

‘Doing it?’ he says carefully. ‘D’you mean, uh—’

‘Yes,’ I say, my cheeks burning now.

He frowns at me. ‘No, I’m not put off. Why d’you say that?’

Because you’re always in too much pain with your raging sciatica, although not so much that you can’t bound off to the pub …

‘I just wondered,’ I say flatly.

He turns back to his book, and I pretend to read mine, skimming the same paragraph over and over. Perhaps I’d get along better with Fantastic Mr Fox, which I am currently reading to Izzy.

I decide to try another angle. ‘Andy, d’you think I should try HRT?’

He gives me a confused look, which I might expect, were he not an endocrinologist: i.e. a doctor who specialises in hormones and therefore knows every sodding thing about them. And not any old endocrinologist either, but an eminent one, who travels the country to deliver lectures on the subject – although not to his wife, obviously. That would be far too troublesome. All this world-renowned oestrogen expert will say on the matter is: ‘Oh, I dunno, love. It’s up to you really.’

I fall into silence, unable to dredge up a response to that. Am I being unreasonable? I wonder. Is it crazy behaviour to ask one’s husband for advice when the subject happens to relate to his profession? Jules doesn’t seem to think so. Erol is a roofer and any trouble they have with their guttering, he has it sorted no problem. When their garage fell into a state of disrepair, he had it demolished and replaced with a spanking new one he built with his own hands.

My eyes are prickling now and I’m aware that I am dangerously close to crying. Get a grip, I chastise myself silently. Like Shelley suggested, he’s probably just tired and stressed. I should leave it until he’s more amenable.

‘I’d just like to know what you think,’ I bark at him. ‘I’m wondering if I should do something about it instead of just accepting all these horrible symptoms, you know? It feels like I’m losing my mind sometimes—’

‘Well, yeah. Perhaps you should see the doctor?’ he concedes, which has the effect of accelerating my heart rate to the point at which my entire chest seems to be juddering. I am seeing the doctor, I want to snap. He’s lying here a foot away from me in his stripy pyjamas and he doesn’t give a flying fuck.

Andy turns the page of his book, and I glare at him. Why won’t he help me? Does he want me to dissolve in a pool of anxiety and stress?

As he yawns and places his book on the bedside table, I tell myself to calm down and stop making such a drama of everything. Instead, I read recently, I should focus on the positive aspects of the menopause, like being able to enjoy sex (pah!) without fear of pregnancy, and being a wise, mature woman, who is graceful and elegant – as if we are all sodding Helen Mirren with sculpted cheekbones, still slipping easily into our size ten jeans.

As Andy clicks off his bedside light, and we exchange terse goodnights, I try to reassure myself that he is behaving like any normal man. After all, he works hard at that hospital and the last thing he wants is to be harangued into giving medical diagnoses at home. If he were a chef, I wouldn’t expect him to whip me up a fabulous carbonara the minute he’d walked in through the door.

So, our marriage is probably fine. Isn’t it?



   
Chapter Four

Saturday, February 16

But it’s not. As it turns out, it’s not fine at all.

It’s because of the stars. That’s how I find out. In the city you don’t often see them shining so brightly, but tonight you can. They are sparkling entrancingly. It’s magical.

It’s around 10 p.m. and I’m standing in our back garden, looking up at them, still gripping the bucket from emptying our recycling into the wheelie bin. Remembering the app that Andy installed on his phone, I head back into the house to ask him if I can have a go with it. He was telling me how it can identify constellations when it’s pointed at the sky, and tonight is the perfect night for it.

‘Andy!’ I call out from the hallway.

‘In the bath,’ comes his voice from upstairs. ‘What is it?’

‘Oh, nothing …’ I’d forgotten he’d gone up for a soak. Izzy is over at Maeve’s on a sleepover, so it’s just the two of us in tonight. Spencer moved out four years ago, when he was eighteen. He dropped out of university in first year – it just wasn’t for him, he insisted, and there was no arguing with him – and we were thrown into panic about his future, but he got a job pretty quickly for a company that installs sound systems for gigs. He lives in Newcastle now, in a shared flat with two friends and a varied selection of fungi sprouting from the bathroom carpet. Whenever I ask him what his job entails he just laughs and says, ‘Lifting things, Mum,’ and ruffles my hair as if I’m a little kid.

I spot Andy’s phone sitting on the hall table, take it out to the garden and tap in his passcode. That’s weird; it’s been his date of birth for as long as I can remember, but now it doesn’t seem to work. He must have changed it. I try tapping in the full year – still no luck. Shrugging off a twinge of unease (why has he changed it?) I try reversing the six digits of his date of birth. Bingo, that was easy! I’m now in the inner sanctum of my husband’s telephonic device.

Having found the app, I hold up the phone, marvelling at the way it names Betelgeuse, Venatici, Perseus; what beautiful decorative names they have. Ooh, there’s Mars! This is brilliant. I must get this app. It’s a lot more fun than my fitness one that reminds me – scathingly – that I have only done 397 steps out of the recommended daily 10,000.

Ping! That’s a text from ‘Estelle’, which I know means something celestial (I find out later that it’s Latin for star) so I assume it’s to do with the app. I open it, expecting it to say something like, Look out for incredible shooting stars tonight!

Darling baby, it reads, missing your sweet kisses so much xxx.

I frown at it. How very weird. Perhaps the app is malfunctioning? Or has someone messaged my husband by mistake? A moment later, there’s another:

Aching for you sweetheart xxx

Something clenches inside me as I see that it’s one of a string of messages. I scroll up and read the conversation:

Andy: Soon I hope xxx

Estelle: When can I see you darling? xxx

Andy: It really was baby xxx

Estelle: Last time was so special xxx

The fact that I am reading it from the bottom up makes me wonder again – momentarily – if my brain has tipped upside down and I am misinterpreting the situation. Could this be another menopausal symptom? I’m aware that I can be a little oversensitive, even verging on paranoid. I read on: I love you baby (from Andy). Is this some kind of joke? Or – I realise I’m clutching at straws here – could someone have hacked into his phone?

Sweetie, reads another of her messages, that was the best ever!!! What was the best? It can only mean sex, can’t it? Which means he’s done it with someone who isn’t me. My heart is pounding hard and I feel dizzy and quite sick. I try, desperately, to think of other things that might be described in that way but can’t come up with anything except, perhaps, ‘cake’. And I don’t think she was referring to cake.

‘Evening, Viv!’ The voice makes me jump. I swing around to see Tim, our next-door neighbour, beaming at me.

‘Hi, Tim.’ Please go away and let me quietly freak out.

‘Everything okay?’ Tim – a short, tubby quantity surveyor who’s as bald as an egg in his late thirties – gives me a concerned look.

‘Yes, I’m fine, thanks,’ I say, forcing a smile.

He looks up at the sky. ‘Aren’t the stars amazing tonight?’

‘They are, yes.’

‘Erm, look, Viv, I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad tidings …’ My heartbeat accelerates. Does Tim know about Estelle? Does everyone know? ‘… but we have rats in the garden,’ he goes on. ‘Seen them a few times so a council guy’s coming round tomorrow to check things out. Is it okay if he has a poke around your garden too?’

I blink at him. ‘Rats?’

‘Well, yes,’ he says, looking regretful now, as if he feels somehow responsible for their arrival. ‘And if they’re in our garden, they’re probably in yours. I don’t think they respect boundaries …’ I watch our neighbour’s fleshy mouth moving as he carries on talking, but nothing seems to make sense anymore. I think he’s talking about poison, something about rats tending to follow a specific route. All I can think is: Andy says he loves her. He’s sleeping with her. My husband has an entire parallel life with this woman that I’ve known nothing about.

‘Oh, Viv,’ Tim exclaims, looking aghast now. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. Was it something I—’

‘No, no, you haven’t upset me, Tim. I’m fine …’ I realise I am crying.

‘It’s just rats,’ he adds, brow furrowed in concern as he hurries closer and peers at me over the fence. ‘Not ideal, I know, but they’re everywhere these days. The guy’ll put poison down in little bags, buried in the ground …’

I nod, wordlessly, as tears continue to roll down my cheeks.

‘Honestly, it’s nothing to worry about,’ he goes on, looking quite distraught at the state of me. As parents, he and his wife might be spectacularly ineffective – ‘We don’t believe in saying no,’ Chrissie told me recently – but Tim is a decent, well-meaning man. He’s not a cheating bastard of a husband.

‘Worse things happen,’ he adds as I dab at my face with my sweater sleeve.

‘It’s not the rats, Tim—’

‘Oh …?’

‘It’s something else.’ I glance up at our frosted bathroom window with light coming through it, where Andy – ‘Sweetie’ – is currently marinating in bubbles, oblivious to my distress.

‘Is it, um, anything I can help with?’

‘No, I’m sorry, and it’s fine – about the rat man,’ I blurt out, marching towards the house, thinking, He can concrete over our entire garden for all I care.

Inside now, I run upstairs and rap sharply on the bathroom door.

‘Still in the bath,’ Andy calls out in a jovial tone.

‘Could you open the door?’

‘Mmm?’ The water sloshes. ‘Won’t be long …’

‘Andy,’ I bark.

‘Can’t you use the downstairs bathroom?’

‘No, I can’t.’ Fury is bubbling up in me now. I’m gripping his phone so hard it’s a wonder I don’t crush the screen. I bang harder on the door, at which Andy curses under his breath – but still audibly – then there’s more sloshing and ostentatious sighing as he hauls himself out of the water. He opens the bathroom door wearing his dressing gown unbelted and stands there dripping all over our wooden floor.

‘What’s up?’

I thrust his phone at him.

‘What is it?’ He gives me an uncomprehending look.

‘I read your texts. I read them just now. The ones from Estelle.’

My back teeth are jammed together and my heart seems to be battering inside my chest. Andy hesitates before taking his phone from me. And I know, as a sense of grim resignation settles over his face, that there’s no innocent explanation for these messages.

The astronomy app didn’t malfunction. No one hacked into his phone. My husband has been seeing this woman, and calling her ‘Baby’, and our marriage will never be the same again.



   
Chapter Five

The terrible early hours of Sunday, February 17

The way he tells it, it was a dreadful mistake. Too much drink after a heady day at that conference in Manchester, back in October: ‘So full on, Viv. You know what these things are like, especially on the last night when everything’s wrapping up.’

October! A whole four months ago! That’s sixteen weeks … a hundred and, um, a lot of days. And, actually, I don’t know what ‘these things’ are like. At Flaxico we don’t go away for conferences. We don’t even have any. Instead, we have ‘ideas days’, held in what’s known as the lower basement (as opposed to the upper basement), down in the bowels of the earth, perilously close to its fiery core, which is never used at any other time.

There’s no shagging at these, obviously. There isn’t even any booze; just a dismal buffet sent down to our windowless bunker from the canteen, comprising cress-garnished sandwiches containing something called ‘cheese savoury’ (i.e. grated cheese and onion bound with generous quantities of mayonnaise) plus small, sticky, factory-made cakes sweating in their cellophane wrappers. But that’s not the issue. The real point is, even if I did know what ‘these things are like’, I can’t imagine any situation where I’d have slept with someone else. The naughtiest thing I’ve ever done in a hotel was pinch an extra shampoo from a chambermaid’s trolley.

‘Massive night at the bar,’ Andy goes on, slumped on our sofa in his dressing gown. ‘Everyone all charged up, free drinks all night, things got out of hand …’ So what better way to round things off than to ‘find himself’ in someone else’s room, rather than in his own? An easy mistake to make, when blundering drunkenly along the corridors. Thank God for the eminent Dr Estelle Lang – whom he’d ‘barely known really’ – who had pulled him in, removed all his clothing and had frenzied sex with him until it was time for him to stagger, limping, down for breakfast.

Of course, I am making that bit up. Andy just blurts out the bare details – that it ‘sort of’ happened, though he was so horribly drunk he can hardly remember anything at all. In fact, it might not have happened that night. He’s really not sure. ‘And then,’ he continues, but only because I force it out of him, ‘we met up, just for coffee, to talk about stuff, and we slipped into this thing, Christ knows how it even started. I’m so sorry, Viv …’

His dressing gown is now belted tightly. That’s a relief. I don’t think I could bear to glimpse his sorrowful wandering penis right now. As for this celestial Estelle, I gather that she is based in Edinburgh, and that’s where these subsequent meetings took place. It was easy for him to get away with it. It’s a fifty-minute train journey from Glasgow, and he’s often invited to lunches, presentations and the occasional evening with his old medical-school mates; events I’ve been happy for him to go to without me tagging along.

Sometimes, he stays overnight in Edinburgh, supposedly at a friend’s place. ‘Can’t face rushing for the last train,’ he told me last time.

The lying shit.

‘I’ll do anything to make things right,’ he says now, wringing his hands as if trying to squeeze all the badness out of himself. He is crying, and I am crying, and we go on like this, shouting and snotting and repeating ourselves, winding up exactly where we started hours before.

At one point I pick up a board game of Izzy’s and throw it at him. The lid falls off and tiddlywinks fly out. Both of us scrabble to gather them all up. As dawn creeps into the living room I consider going out for cigarettes. However, as I haven’t bought any in twenty-four years, I’m not sure where I’d go. Plus, the alluring shiny gold packaging has been replaced by pictures of diseased mouths and babies on respirators, which would hardly make me feel better about anything, and I seem to remember that they did away with packets of ten so I’d be stuck with twenty, and I’d feel obliged to smoke them all and become addicted again: fagging it up in the back garden, horrifying Tim and Chrissie and their little darling, Ludo, next door. That would be more alarming than a few rats!

By the time it’s properly morning – we have been up raging and crying the entire night – I have started to grasp at fragments of positivity: like, thank God Izzy was invited to a sleepover at Maeve’s last night (how would Jules set about life coaching me out of this?). And: at least Andy seems genuinely sorry.

‘I suppose I was just flattered,’ he murmurs, ‘that a woman like her seemed to have feelings for me.’

A woman like her, i.e. several notches above his slightly overweight, menopausally sweating wife back at home?

‘I just got sucked into it,’ he adds.

‘Could you possibly use a different turn of phrase?’

‘Sorry! I’m sorry!’

I glare at him, my nerves shredded, utterly exhausted, yet simultaneously wondering whether I will ever sleep soundly again. ‘You said you loved her. Remember, I read the texts.’

‘I lost my mind for a bit,’ he says, trying to hug me. I push him away. I’m not ready for hugging. It’s bizarre to think how much I craved his arms around me, and his kisses, before I found out. ‘I’ll delete her number,’ he adds. ‘You can watch me do it.’

‘Do what you want. It won’t make any difference to what’s happened, will it?’

‘But it will, Viv.’ He holds his phone in front of me, trying to make me watch as he deletes her. ‘Look, the number’s gone. I swear on my life I’ll never contact her again.’

Still Sunday, properly daytime

After our night of madness, naturally I am the one who has to patch up my face in order to try to look normal when I go to pick up Izzy from Maeve’s. ‘Are you okay, Viv?’ Jules asks, registering my puffy eyes and ravaged complexion as Izzy gathers her stuff together in Maeve’s bedroom.

‘Me and Andy had a bit of a thing last night,’ I explain quickly. ‘I’m sure we’ll be all right. I’ll tell you all about it another time.’ I mean it – I will tell her – but I can’t face it right now. I’m not sure if I’d even be able to talk sense.

‘I hate to say this, but you look exhausted.’

‘Well, yes, I am. But honestly, I’ll be okay,’ I say, trying to believe it myself. But God, the mess of it. A quarter of a century, we’ve been together: almost half of our lives. We have our two lovely children and live in a sturdy Victorian house in a leafy area of the Southside. We have plenty of friends, both individually and as a couple, and although I had my gripes, I thought we were basically solid.

How wrong I was. Why on earth didn’t I suspect anything? The going-off-sex thing, for instance. Now that makes sense. Have I been walking around in some kind of daze?

Thankfully, Izzy doesn’t notice anything’s wrong – not because my clumsily applied make-up has acted as a successful camouflage, but because she’s full of all the fun things she and Maeve have been up to.

‘Jules let us make dinner,’ she says proudly as we walk home.

‘Oh, that’s nice,’ I say, pausing from trying to count up all the lies Andy’s told me over the past few weeks.

What about the last time he was in Edinburgh, supposedly for his mate Colin’s fiftieth birthday? And the time before that, when I seem to remember he made a particular effort to look good for a talk in the National Library?

‘Mum?’

‘Yes, Izzy?’

‘I said, d’you want to know what we made?’

‘Yes. Yes, of course I do.’ I take her hand and squeeze it and she beams up at me.

‘Stuffed tomatoes.’

‘What?’ I exclaim. She’s terribly iffy about vegetables usually. Even peas can be shunned.

‘They’re Turkish,’ she adds. ‘Erol’s Turkish.’

‘Yes, I know he is, honey. What were they stuffed with?’

‘Um, rice, pine kernels, raisins …’

My God, a dried fruit component? For a moment, this seems even more shocking than Andy shagging Estelle Lang at the Crowne Plaza hotel. What is it about Jules that enables her to persuade children to enjoy such exotic delights? Then we turn the corner and that awful sense of dread settles back over me. Our house is in view now, no longer solid and safe, a cosy haven, but emitting anguish and doom.

Izzy drops my hand and runs ahead of me, barging in through the front door. I step inside to see her hugging her dad and feel as if my heart could break.



   
Chapter Six

Six days later: Saturday, February 23

Bizarrely, my previously disinterested husband has become terribly attentive. I suppose I’d almost become accustomed to the way we were, with each of us doing our own thing, inhabiting the same house but not interacting very much at all. It’s just the way things were. Now he follows me around the house like a needy dog, trying to nuzzle me and sitting jammed up next to me whenever I dare to sit on the sofa for five minutes. I almost feel as if I should let him out to the garden to do his business.

I know why he’s doing it, of course. He’s hoping it’ll make the terrible Estelle stuff go away. Before all of this, he hadn’t touched me for weeks – apart from to pick a crisp off my jumper – so it’s unsettling to say the least. Often, I flinch at Andy’s touch, and on occasion I’ve swung around, primed for combat – or to at least pull the emergency cord – as if I’ve been groped on a train. I’ve had to explain, very firmly, that I have no wish to have my neck kissed when I’m battering away at the ice that’s stopping our freezer door from shutting properly.

As well as being Strokey McStrokerson, Andy has acquired another startling new role: the DIY Enthusiast. The coat hooks I’ve been asking him to put up for several decades are finally up; yes, I know I should have acquainted myself with the cordless drill and done it myself, as any self-respecting modern woman would have. But I didn’t, and – hurrah! – I no longer need to trouble myself, as they now adorn our hall wall (exactly where I’d asked him to put them). He has also put up shelves in the bathroom, yet more in our bedroom and hung a large mirror in the hallway; in fact, he has been erecting things all over the house. But not near me, thankfully. Another unexpected development is that he’s come over all canoodly in bed. But naturally, my libido was killed stone dead when the Estelle stuff broke, so there’s nothing happening on that score. Not that he’s being grumpy about his loving attentions being thwarted. On the contrary, he has been extremely pleasant to me, and appreciative to the point of ridiculousness:

Thanks for doing those shirts for me, darling!

Oh, you’ve washed up? I would’ve done those …

Wow, this so delicious …

‘It’s just an omelette,’ I snap. No need to over-egg it, is what I want to say – but I don’t want him to think we’re allowed to be jokey again. I’m still angry, yes – but I also hate the way this whole mess is making me so snarky and bitter, and I wonder if this is me now, for the rest of my life.

Everywhere I look, there seems to be an article on how to ‘be your best self’. Now, with Andy firmly on best behaviour, I seem to have turned into the very worst version of myself: that of a grim-faced parole officer, unmoved by praise.

‘Yes, but you make the best omelettes,’ Andy murmurs, gazing at it reverentially as if he might kiss it. ‘I’ve always said that.’

No, actually, I want to remind him, you’re only saying it because you couldn’t keep your dick in your pants. He looks at me across the kitchen table. Izzy – who thankfully still has no idea that anything is wrong – is tucked up under a blanket on the sofa in the living room, with a cold. I get up from my chair to go through to her. I’m still finding it difficult to be in the same room as Andy.

‘What’s the secret?’ he asks, having followed me through.

‘The secret of what?’ I frown at him.

‘Of your omelettes!’

‘Do you really want to know?’

‘Yes, I do,’ he splutters, looking hurt.

‘He does want to know,’ Izzy says, peering at me in confusion, which makes me feel as if my heart is being crushed. ‘Why won’t you tell him? Are you cross with Daddy?’

‘Of course not,’ I say with a terse smile as I scuttle out of the room.

I hide upstairs for a while, wondering how on earth we are going to get through this. We are doing our best to manoeuvre around each
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