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Did you know that the tongue is more responsible for bad breath than the gums or teeth? That it forms the perfect breeding ground for odorous bacteria in the form of an invisible layer of soft plaque? Sweep it away instantly with our new Antibacterial Tongue-Scraper, a snip at—

‘Mum!’

I type, ‘£4.99 (special introductory price).’

‘MUM! Where are you?’ Lola’s voice ricochets around the stairwell as she thunders down to the kitchen.

‘I’m working,’ I call back. ‘Watch your DVD, colour your picture. I’ll be finished in a minute.’

We’ve struck a bargain, Lola and me. She will allow me to bash out my sparkling copy for vitalworld.com, a website that seems to thrive on customers’ paranoia about emitting bad smells. In the meantime – and we’re talking one measly hour – she can watch her Simpsons DVD or colour in her zebra poster. I know that mothers are supposed to drip with guilt if they so much as try to nudge a toe back into the world of paid employment. However, since Martin’s departure over eight months ago, I don’t have a choice. And Lola’s playdate with Bart Simpson is, I feel, hardly tantamount to infant neglect.

It’s Friday, and we’re just home from school. We live on a quiet terraced road a short walk from Bethnal Green tube station. The area was pretty cheap when Martin and I moved here, soon after getting married, but it’s been gentrified and is now awash with young families. There are numerous all-terrain buggies and pleasing, wholesome activities for kids. Jake, my ten-year-old, is at football practice in the new sports hall, which for some reason he doggedly keeps attending, even though the coach commented that he spends most of the session examining his fingernails. Travis, who’s three, is at his psychopathic mate Rory’s birthday party. Good mothers accompany their offspring to parties and stay for the duration. However, Travis didn’t want me to stay. ‘Bye-bye, Mummy!’ he yelled, waving gleefully. My third-born seems to regard being away from me as a fantastic treat.

I continue: ‘It takes mere seconds to scrape the layer of mushroom-like spores from the tongue’s surface.’

Bloody genius! The Booker Prize beckons. I picture myself striding on to a stage in some glittering ballroom to receive my award. I have swathes of rich chestnut hair (rather than nondescript light brown) and the perky breasts of a nineteen-year-old. I am no longer a dumped thirty-five-year-old mother in ratty jeans and an ancient Gap sweater that’s felted in the wash.

‘Mummy! I’ve been shouting and shouting and shouting.’ Lola stalks into the kitchen and plonks herself on my lap, causing my swivel chair to wobble dangerously.

‘Yes, hon. I heard you. This’ll only take me a minute.’

‘You always say that. It’s never a minute. It’s hours and hours and hours.’

She sighs dramatically. At just turned seven, she has mastered the art of cranking up my guilt to the max.

‘I’m sorry, hon. The sooner you let me get on, the sooner I’ll be finished, and then we can do something nice.’

‘It’s not fair,’ she growls.

I peer over her shoulder at the screen. What else can I dredge up about this wretched scraper thingy? Ross, who commissions my copy, expects lashings of descriptive detail, and once ticked me off for not making some wart-freezing gizmo sound ‘tempting’ enough. My instinct was to behave in an extremely grown-up manner and tell him to fuck off, but when you’re reliant on one client for 90 per cent of your income, you tend to button your lip. ‘You need to lure visitors,’ Ross urged me. ‘Have them believing that our products are –’ he snorted into the phone ‘– Truly life-changing.’

What the hell can I say? ‘Never scrape if you have a new boyfriend staying over as he might assume you have some obsessive tongue-cleaning disorder. Small children, too, might find the process alarming.’

Apparently, you’re meant to pay special attention to the furry region at the back of the tongue, a factlet that’s causing my mid-afternoon sandwich to shift uneasily in my stomach. I’d always assumed that tongues self-cleaned, requiring no interference from their owners. It’s a small step from colonic irrigation. Maybe that particular delight is yet to come: the Acme High-Pressure Rectal Hose. ‘With the flick of a switch, sluice out those hard-to-reach areas.’ I could dispatch one to Daisy to try out on my beloved ex. That’d liven up their Friday night.

‘What’s that?’ Lola leans towards the screen.

‘What’s what, sweetheart?’ Please go. Please let me finish.

‘A tongoo-scrappa.’

‘Tongue-scraper,’ I snigger, winding my arms round her middle. ‘You scrape your tongue with it if you’ve got smelly breath.’

‘Ugh. My breath’s not smelly.’

‘No, darling. It’s quite orangey, in fact.’

‘Let me read more,’ she demands.

‘Lols, you wouldn’t be interested. It’s just boring stuff about the things that can go wrong with grown-ups’ bodies.’

‘Please. Just a teeny bit. I want to be here, with you.’

With a sigh, I scroll down so she can learn about high-absorbency deodorising insoles for those whose feet literally gush sweat, flooding their shoes, although not so far down as to expose her to discreet pads for mild bladder weakness.

‘I need to get on now, OK? Watch another episode if you like, or do some colouring.’

‘I can’t,’ she mutters into her T-shirt.

‘Why not?’

‘It, Um … broke.’

‘You’ve got plenty more felt pens. There’s that pack of two hundred that Dad gave you.’ My gaze is still fixed on the monitor.

‘It’s not pens. It’s the telly.’

I spin her round on my lap so I can scrutinise her face. ‘What about the telly?’

‘My drink went in it.’

‘In it? What part did it go in?’

I lean over her to press ‘save’, not wishing to lose one word of my literary masterpiece, and lift her off my knee. Lola scuttles behind me as I stomp from our basement kitchen up to the living room.

I loom over the TV and try to peer into the slits at the back. It’s awfully dark in there and smells faintly of synthetic orange.

‘What happened?’ I demand, running a hand along the slits and detecting stickiness.

‘It just went in,’ she murmurs.

‘What d’you mean, it just went in? This is a new TV! TVs cost money – they cost hundreds of pounds. Don’t you understand that, Lola? Doesn’t money mean anything to you?’

She lowers her gaze. Her eyelashes are so dark and luscious they look permanently wet.

‘It didn’t cost money. Millie was gonna throw it away, but you made her give it to us.’

I sigh. Her lush, wavy hair – reddish-brown, like the outside of almonds – falls around her lightly freckled face. Her lips, which curve beautifully – like her father’s, although it pains me to admit it – are pursed, as if ready to whistle. And she’s right. Millie had donated her unwanted TV to us. Martin took ours when he moved out – can you believe it? It had sentimental value, apparently, and was definitely ‘his’. (It had been presented to him by the senior partners at work when they’d scooped a major award.) I was surprised he hadn’t taken the fucking fridge while he was at it.

‘So,’ I say, ‘your drink went in, and then what happened? Was there a bang or a fizzing noise or what?’

I am trying to remain calm. Since Martin walked out, my formerly extrovert daughter has clung, limpet-like, to me, and I’m loath to upset her. Learning that Daddy wasn’t merely living with Slapper – or Daisy – but also Poppy, her four-year-old daughter, seemed to tear out her insides.

‘It just went off,’ Lola says meekly. She regards me with interest while I switch it on and off several times and bang its top with my fist.

‘The thing is,’ I rant, ‘getting liquid inside electrical things is really dangerous. You could get a shock and die. That’s why you’re not allowed appliances in the bathroom.’

‘What’s an appliance?’ she enquires.

‘Like a fan heater or a microwave. An electrical thing.’

‘We don’t have a fan-eater.’

‘Yes, and now we don’t have a—’ The phone starts ringing.

‘Is the phone an appliance?’ Lola asks as I snatch it.

‘Hello, Cait.’

It’s Martin, aka Wandering Dick, or Shagpants, as Millie is fond of calling him. I hold the receiver away from my ear, as if his voice might infect it.

‘Hi,’ I say curtly.

‘I rang twice yesterday, left a message with Jake. Didn’t he tell you?’

‘Um, I think he mentioned it,’ I say vaguely.

‘He said you were in the bath.’

‘That’s right. Is that OK with you? Or would you prefer me to be filthy and haggard and stop washing my hair?’

‘Is a hairdryer an appliance?’ Lola chirps.

Martin snorts. It sounds like someone trying to clear a nasal blockage, and causes bile to rise in my throat.

‘It was about this weekend,’ he says. ‘It’s quite important.’

‘It is this weekend,’ I point out. ‘It’s Friday. TGI Friday. The weekend starts here.’

‘For God’s sake, Cait! Can’t we have a normal adult conversation? Why do you insist on acting like a child?’

I yearn to remind him that his own behaviour has hardly been impeccable of late, but manage to keep a grip on myself for Lola’s sake. ‘Is there a problem,’ I say lightly, ‘about this weekend?’

‘Yes. Look, I’m sorry, and I know it’s my turn for the kids, but—’

‘Don’t tell me,’ I snap. ‘Something’s come up.’

‘Don’t say it like that.’ Martin emits another priggish snort. I picture his nostrils quivering damply, and wonder what had ever possessed me to have sex with the man, to fall crazily in love with him, to have to stop myself from squealing with joy when we met up at Batters Corner, which is where people around here met in those days. Seeing him standing there, waiting for me, would make me feel that it wasn’t only the night, but my entire life that was just beginning.

‘Martin,’ I say coldly, ‘I’m not saying it like anything. This is my normal voice.’

He exhales. ‘It’s Poppy’s fifth birthday on Sunday. I’m sorry – I’d completely forgotten …’

‘And?’

‘Dad’s electric toothbrush is an appliance!’ Lola announces. ‘Why can’t I have one? They clean your teeth better so you don’t need that scraper thing.’

‘Well, Um,’ Martin mutters, ‘let’s not make this difficult …’

‘You said you’d take the kids to Thorpe Park on Sunday, remember?’

‘Yay!’ Lola beams excitedly. ‘Are you coming, Mummy?’

I shake my head fervently. Martin favours showy days out: to zoos, theme parks and chocolate factories, thus proving to our children that although he now lives with Daisy and Poppy, in Stoke Newington, he is still Father Superior and cares about his children. He’s the hunky, baby-cradling Athena-poster daddy. He’s so good with our three that strangers’ children flock around him, and grown women weep. No wonder their knickers fly off when he strolls by. He’s the Pied fucking Piper of Stoke Newington. Unfortunately, he is less keen to involve himself in the foraging for nits, or the application of verruca lotion.

Martin clears his throat. ‘Any other time, it’d be fine, but on a birthday … Poppy wants, you know … one-to-one.’

‘Can’t she have one-to-one with her mother?’ I enquire.

‘Yes, of course …’

‘But you feel you should be there too. On Poppy’s special day. Just the three of you. I know maths isn’t my strong point, Martin, but I’d make that two-to-one.’ My voice has turned into a croak, which I don’t like at all.

‘Cait,’ Martin says gently, ‘it’s not the right time for a huge get-together.’

So that’s how you think of your kids, I seethe: as an unruly rabble, crowding precious Poppy’s day. What’s she getting for her birthday? I wonder. A pony? Fifteen antelopes? A life-sized gingerbread house with a conservatory fashioned from melted-down clear lollies? That wretched child has everything. First time they’d met her, the kids took great delight in relaying a full inventory of her every plaything.

‘So,’ I growl, ‘where are you taking her?’

‘Um, Thorpe Park.’

‘Jesus.’ So many bad words swirl around in my head I fear they’ll burst out of my ears.

‘That’s what she wants,’ he adds. ‘She’s been looking forward to it for ages.’

‘So have ours,’ I hiss.

‘I’ll take them another time. We’ll sort—’

‘I know!’ I blurt wildly. ‘Take ours on Saturday, when it’s not Poppy’s birthday, and take Poppy on Sunday, when it is her—’

‘I can’t go to Thorpe Park twice in one weekend!’ Martin blusters.

Lola sucks a tendril of hair fretfully.

‘Why not?’ I ask.

‘Bloody hell, Cait. I hate those places. They’re full of screaming, hyperactive kids dosed up on cheap sweets. They do my head in.’

‘Do they? I thought you enjoyed your jolly days out with our children.’

A pause. ‘You have to twist everything, don’t you?’

I picture Martin’s neck, with the tufts of fluffy hair growing down the back – greying a little now, I’d been pleased to note – and how I’d like to give that a damn good twist. Right round, until his eyes bulged and his veins stuck out. That would make a pleasant change from being so bloody mature and let’s-be-reasonable-for-the-kids. I’m so controlled at kiddie-handover time that sometimes I fear that my heart will judder to a halt from the effort. That would show him.

‘Or,’ I continue, skirting round his remark, ‘you could take all of them together and split up – so Daisy takes Poppy to one part, and you take ours to another, and the two families go around separately …’ I tail off, overcome by the awful realisation that Martin doesn’t view himself as belonging to a separate family from Daisy and Poppy. Of course he doesn’t.

‘Space issues’ – his term – mean that he is unable to accommodate his own offspring more frequently than every other weekend. Daisy and Poppy are with him virtually all the time. He’ll have read billions of bedtime stories, the way he used to with ours. They are Martin’s family now. A woman with a glossy black bob, pert young-person’s breasts and a precocious daughter who won’t let Lola lay a finger on My Little Pony’s mane brush. Over eight months on, when I’m supposed to have recovered from the break-up and be moving on, making a new life for myself – all the overly positive crap that fills magazines like Bambino – and I still yearn to stab him between the eyes. We’re not even going through a divorce. I haven’t set anything in motion, for the pathetic reason that being no longer married to me might make life easier for him. Martin hasn’t dared to suggest it.

I finish the call, mentally totting up our scores: Martin, 1; Cait, O.

Lola gazes up at me, her dark eyes gleaming like Christmas-tree baubles. ‘Why won’t Daddy take us to Thorpe Park?’ she asks.

‘He says he’ll still take you,’ I babble, ‘and he’s really looking forward to it, but he can’t do it this weekend because something else is happening.’

‘Oh. What’s happening?’

She knows, of course she does. She just wants me to say it. I scrabble for the least hurtful answer, my tongue flapping dryly in my mouth. ‘He didn’t say,’ is all I can dredge up.

‘He’s taking Poppy instead, isn’t he?’ A tear wobbles dangerously, and I bend down to pull her close.

‘It’s her birthday,’ I say softly. ‘She just wants a special time.’

She fixes me with a stoic look, her brave face. ‘So do I,’ she mutters.

‘Listen, we’ll do something special too. I’ve just got to finish my work, OK? Then we’ll pop out and pick up the boys and come back for tea. We’ll have pancakes for afters, all right?’

‘With lemon and sugar?’

‘We’ll buy a lemon on the way home. You can make the batter all by yourself.’

Lola musters a weak smile and plonks herself on the rug. I don’t have it in me to go on about the buggered TV, not after her disappointment over Thorpe Park. Summoning every ounce of concentration, she draws a perfect crown on the biggest zebra’s head. No matter what Martin does, or how often he lets her down, he’s still King Daddy as far as his daughter’s concerned. Which strikes me as more than a little unfair.

Down in the bowels of the house – our shadowy basement kitchen – I try to switch back into work mode, but it’s useless. I can’t face the tongue thing again, let alone corn creams and blackhead exterminators. Martin’s calls often have that effect. It’s as if he’s hatching a plot to make me lose my Vitalworld job on top of everything else.

It’s not that I want us to get back together. The thought of Martin touching me – or, indeed, inhabiting the same page of the A–Z – makes me want to vomit. No, what concerns me these days is his effect on the kids. It churns my insides to see Lola struggling to be brave and good. Jake has taken to cleaning his bedroom with alarming vigour. The first time I caught him lugging the Hoover upstairs, I assumed he needed it for a game.

‘I want my room to be nice,’ he’d muttered.

‘But I make it nice!’ I’d protested.

‘It’s not nice. It’s horrible and dirty.’

Shortly afterwards, he’d bought a can of Mr Sheen (Spring Fresh fragrance) with his own pocket money. Whenever he uses it, its smell seems to permeate the entire house. Sometimes I can even taste it.

And Travis? He’s too young to grasp the ins and outs, but is patently aware that Daddy no longer lives with us, and that another adult female plus offspring now feature in his life.

He knows that Dad used to put out his breakfast cereal and pour the milk from a great height, making sploshy white waterfalls. And now he doesn’t.

I check my inbox. There’s an email from Ross at Vitalworld.

 

Hi, Cait,

Hope all’s good with you and the brood.

He always says ‘brood’; it makes me feel like a plump hen.

 

Sorry to be a pain, but could you try a slight change of tone with your new batch of copy and make it bouncier? I’ve had feedback from the big cheeses and they’d like it more upbeat, hard sell – you know the kind of thing. I’m sure you won’t find it a problem. Hope you haven’t done too much work on it already.

Cheers, Cait, and have a great weekend,

Ross

I glare down at my product list:

 

• Gloss ’n’ Gleam Anti-Dandruff Conditioning Masque

 

I start to write, ‘Is anything worse than spotting a snowstorm on your shoulders?’ and think, Yes! Lots of things are far worse than that. Like your husband announcing that he and his girlfriend are moving to a fancy new flat in Canary Wharf, as they want somewhere that feels like ‘theirs’ instead of just ‘hers’. (Despite the fact that his extortionate maintenance payments – which, being Athena Daddy, he is quite happy to make – have rendered them bankrupt. Allegedly.) A flat with not one but two – count’em! – roof terraces.

 

• pile ointment

• Fresh Zone halitosis pills with extract of liquorice and clove

• Blackhead-Removal System

• Redeem Hair-Recovery Programme for Men

• Corn Care with natural beeswax. Also effective for heels, elbows and other scaly areas.

 

Who the hell buys this stuff? Lizards?

 

• Wind-Away tablets, to ease the discomfort of flatulence and trapped wind.

 

God, the human body can be terribly embarrassing sometimes. Having lost momentum with the tongue thing, I move on to the fart pills, trying to muster every upbeat cell in my body.

Maybe it’s time I found myself a proper job.

This is all Martin’s fault. I’d have nearly finished by now if he hadn’t cancelled and thrown me off track. All it would need is a little ‘bouncing up’.

Thorpe Park. It’s opening weekend, to coincide with February half-term. For all I care, he can spend the entire weekend with Daisy and Poppy on the spinny rides he so hates. The kids and I will have a fantastic time doing, er … I’m sure I’ll conjure up something.

As for Martin choosing birthday girl over his own flesh and blood, I won’t utter one more word about it. Let them have their damn one-to-one. I’ll rise above them like a dignified cloud.
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Where the hell has she gone?

I try, as I hurry through faint drizzle in my unsuitable sandals, to thrust myself into Mum’s muddled world. Before Mimosa House, she’d lived in Hackney, which could be Jupiter for all she knows now. No point in trying to be logical. Mum doesn’t know one day from the next, and the seasons are indistinguishable; she once raged that no one had given her any Christmas presents in August. There are no friends I can think of, or people she might be trying to find. Petty arguments killed any friendships years before she moved into the home. Last Christmas, she received only three cards: one from me and the kids, one from Helena and a whopping padded satin thing from Adam that came in a flat white box. You could smell the guilt emanating from it. As far as I know, there’s no one else in her life, unless you count the ever-patient GPs, hairdressers and chiropodists who frequent the home and tend to various parts of her. I must tell the kids that should I show any signs of becoming like Granny, they must set me up in a tiny cottage by the sea with limitless alcohol and strong fags, as I fully intend to take up smoking again. Martin is fervently anti-smoking – the reason I gave up, in fact. I shall save all my fag ends and dispatch them to him in a Jiffy bag.

Mimosa House is in sight. My head swims with a terrible image of crushed Fox’s Glacier Mints glinting in the road, or her old brown cardigan flattened by a tyre, with a pigeon pecking at it. Helena is hovering anxiously in the foyer and buzzes me in. She is trying to emanate calmness, but I can see fear in her eyes. ‘I’ve been racking my brains,’ she says, ‘and there’s only one place your mum ever talks about.’

‘Glasgow? She wouldn’t have gone to King’s Cross, would she, and caught a train?’

Helena smiles kindly. ‘I think that’s unlikely.’

‘And the police have been out looking for her?’

‘Yes. We’ve still got staff out looking too. She can’t have gone far, Caitlin.’

I nod, feeling helpless and sick. Mum could have been mugged – although she has nothing to be mugged for, apart from her mints – or knocked down by a car. Her road sense is worse than Travis’s. I picture her in some alley or shadowy corner of the park, alone and scared. No longer vexed Jeannie ticking me off for letting myself go.

‘Caitlin,’ Helena says gently, ‘please don’t cry. We’ll find your mum. Let’s go.’

As we set out, I’m thinking, Glasgow. It’s where she belongs, even now; she has only ever tolerated London. Dad, a Londoner himself, had promised that they’d have a better life here. As if in defiance, she’d talked about home constantly, which had tipped into the shipyard fantasies. Jeannie the shipbuilder, slamming in rivets with her bare fists.

‘Helena,’ I say suddenly, ‘I have an idea.’ Ships, rivers, water.

‘What is it?’

‘The canal. I just have a feeling …’

‘It’s worth a try,’ she says, and we hurry along dank side streets, calling her name.

‘I’m Jeannie!’ cries a drunk man, tumbling out of a ratty-looking pub. He sings after us, ‘I dream of Jeannie with the light-brown hair.’

We reach the bridge that spans the canal. There’s a flight of steps on each side leading down to the towpath. While Helena hurries down one, I take the other. There are moored narrow-boats, some with yellowy glows at their windows. Now my hunch seems ridiculous, that Mum might have mistaken a murky East London canal for the Clyde.

Folk music drifts lazily from one of the boats. There’s a sweet, woody smell of dope. I clack along the towpath in my spindly sandals. One of the heels feels unstable and I pray that it won’t snap off. Boots would have been better after all.

Although I’m almost too scared to look, my eyes skim the water. Silvery reflections shiver on its surface. There are a few floating cans and a plastic milk carton. What if Mum hasn’t floated, but is lying at the bottom with the rusting shopping trolleys and God knows what else?

How the hell will I tell Adam about this?

He was right. Mimosa House isn’t the right place for her. Not safe enough. It’s the twenty-first century, for God’s sake; aren’t they able to instal a security system that’s capable of foiling an old lady with dementia? It’s not as if she hasn’t tried this before. She has crept into the kitchen and towards the open back door while the chef was having a ciggy. She’s lurked by the front door, hoping to attach herself to someone else’s family as they leave. Helena has found her rattling the bar on the fire-escape door in a bid for freedom. Imprisoned – that’s how Mum feels. Incarcerated with lots of old people talking nonsense and a blaring TV that seems permanently tuned to The Flintstones. Tears drip down my cheeks, and a sob escapes. If I’d done what Martin had suggested and moved her in with us, she’d be alive now.

‘Scuse me? Are you all right?’

The voice gives me a start. A head has popped up from the folk-music boat. A stocky, bearded man emerges.

‘I’m just looking for someone,’ I say quickly.

He grins and a gold tooth glints. ‘Feisty lady, Scottish, worked in shipyards all her life?’

Relief swells over me like a wave and I hurry towards him. ‘Yes, have you seen her? Is she OK?’

The man beckons me closer. ‘Jeannie’s in here. She’s good company, your mum. A lovely old bird.’ He takes my hand and helps me over the railings.

I step on to the deck, which wobbles uncertainly, and follow him down a short flight of creaking steps. There’s a thick smell of woodsmoke. Low benches run along each side, on which several young men and women sit, tightly packed as if on a train, plus Jeannie with her tweed coat buttoned up to her neck.

‘Mum!’ I exclaim, peering into the gloom. ‘What are you doing here?’

She jabs a finger at the table. They are playing cards. A couple of cigarettes and a joint emit smoke from a scallop-shell ashtray. ‘Playing poker,’ she retorts. ‘What does it look like?’

‘Everyone’s been worried sick! I’ve been charging about all over the place looking for you—’

‘She’s a ferocious player,’ the bearded man cuts in. ‘You’ve been having a nice time with us, Jeannie, haven’t you?’ He winks at me.

‘Nice to find young people with manners,’ Mum mutters. ‘You’re looking awfully done up, aren’t you? Are you going somewhere?’

‘No, Mum.’ I don’t have it in me to be angry.

‘Those trousers do nothing for your hips.’

A girl with a pale, luminous face giggles into her hand. She’s probably the age of my babysitter.

‘Come on, Mum,’ I say gently. ‘Let’s go.’

‘You’re a spoilsport, you are. Always ruining my fun.’ Her eyes gleam in the tea lights’ glow.

I squeeze past the tight row of knees to take Mum by the hand. ‘Thanks for looking after her,’ I say. ‘Come on, Jeannie, I’m taking you home.’

‘Back to those bloody old people,’ she growls as we leave.

It’s 3.20 a.m. With creeping horror, it dawns on me that I am having my Bambino photo taken in seven hours’ time. Millie insisted that I have a professional photo taken for the page. Imagine fretting over such a trivial matter when your own mother could have fallen into the canal or been taken hostage by boat-dwellers.

Naturally, all of this is completely my fault. This is what happens when you go out with a strange man, drink alcohol and start thinking that perhaps sex isn’t such an appalling concept after all.
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‘Heavy night last night?’ Carmen scans my face as if it’s a substandard garment on a sale rail.

‘Just a few drinks with friends,’ I reply.

‘Hmmm, I’ll need to cover up here, here and here.’ Her French-manicured nail flicks my chin, the sides of my nose and under-eye zones. ‘And here and here,’ she adds, indicating my hairline and jaw.

I glimpse my reflection in the studio’s dressing-room mirror. To Carmen, who’s accustomed to making up professional models, I must look like a corpse.

‘What sort of make-up d’you usually wear?’ she asks.

‘Um, Rimmel, bit of Maybelline …’

She winces. ‘I mean colours. Which spectrum d’you feel comfortable with?’

What does she mean? I don’t have a spectrum. ‘I don’t wear much make-up,’ I say, ‘unless I’m going out, then it’s just a bit of eyeshadow and lip gloss.’

She emits a gravelly laugh. ‘Trust me, I’m a doctor.’

Despite my horror at having my photo taken by a proper photographer – in a proper studio with blazing lights – I have begun to feel less anxious about the whole deal. Carmen appears to be wearing no make-up apart from a slick of brownish gloss on her full lips. A natural beauty, smelling fresh and lemony. I feel reasonably safe in her dainty hands.

‘All I’ll do,’ she continues, ‘is bring out your eyes and lips, sticking to the pinky-brown palette. Flattering shades to bring out your natural glow.’

Natural glow! I like the sound of that. Haven’t had one for at least a decade.

‘You’ll still be you,’ Carmen adds, ‘but more so.’ She smiles reassuringly and I smile back. I’m not sure what the pinky-brown palette is exactly, but it sounds unthreatening.

Travis, I am relieved to note, is chatting happily to Adrian, the photographer, in the main studio. ‘I like Captain Hook,’ he announces. ‘Captain Hook cool.’

‘I like him too,’ Adrian enthuses. ‘D’you have one of those plastic hooks that you wear instead of a hand?’

‘Yeah! Daddy bought it. An’ I got jacket and trousers.’

I’d tried to persuade Millie that I would be available only on Travis’s nursery days, but now it seems I needn’t have worried.

‘We’re lucky to be able to book Adrian,’ she’d told me. ‘We have to work around his availability.’

Carmen selects products from three enormous make-up boxes and sets them out on the dressing table. For a natural look, she seems to have chosen a heck of a lot. There are eye shadows in dozens of shades ranging from shimmery beige to black. Black eye shadow? I hope she’s not intending to use it. I feel far too ragged to pull off the smoky-eyed temptress look, and I’m not sure I’d be convincing as a goth. She opens a palette of lip colours and removes the lids from four bottles of foundation.

‘You’re a tricky colour,’ she murmurs, ‘so I’ll have to blend.’

‘Right.’ No one has said this before. I wonder if it indicates an underlying medical problem.

Clearly, Carmen is leaving nothing to chance. Armed with brushes, applicators, eyelash-curlers and flat circular sponges that look like breast pads, she sets to work. As in the hairdresser’s, I avoid my reflection, focusing on an oily smear on the wall just beneath the mirror.

‘Your little boy’s a real sweetie,’ Carmen remarks, soothing my nerves with strokes of her blusher brush.

‘Thanks. He has his moments, but he’s a pretty good boy.’

‘He’s so cute! Nothing like you, is he? Does he look like his dad?’

My molars clamp together. ‘Yes, he’s his image, actually.’

Carmen chuckles. ‘He must be a honey. Your man, I mean. Lucky you.’

‘Uh-huh.’ I hate it when this happens. My kids are, admittedly, head-turningly cute, and that’s not just me being boastful. Strangers ooh and ahh in the park, even with Jake, who you’d assume would be too old to be cooed over. Rather fortuitously, my offspring have inherited Martin’s dark-eyed intensity, rather than my insipid blue-grey eyes and light-brown hair. In fact, they bear no resemblance to me whatsoever, which is galling when you’re the one who lugged them around for nine months and lay screaming and sucking on gas-and-air, feeling as if your entire lower half was about to burst open. Martin’s handsomeness has been distilled into our children, the smug arse.

‘Nananananananana, Batmaaan!’ blasts Travis.

‘All done,’ Carmen says with a grin. ‘What do you think?’

I look up. Slowly, the image comes into focus.

And it’s truly terrible.

I mumble something unintelligible. In fact, I am incapable of speech. No words could convey the true horror of what I see before me. Carmen lied. I am not myself only more so. She has transformed me from being reasonably presentable with a faint air of knackeredness into what I can only describe as … a man.

A man in drag. The kind of unconvincing trannie you feel desperately sorry for, with his over-done face and bouffant hair and massive farmer’s hands. The sort you want to take aside and say, ‘Look, love, cut the flouncy blouse and false eyelashes and all that slathery lipstick. It’s too much. Women don’t do their make-up that way – at least, they haven’t since 1975. Come home with me and we’ll have a cup of tea and try something more feminine.’

Seemingly unconcerned with my reaction, Carmen is packing away her things. I keep staring. It’s beyond awful. I will appear in a national magazine looking like a Bert or a Norman. My man-face face gawps at me as Carmen cleans her lip palette with baby wipes. In some other universe, Travis continues to trill the Batman tune.

‘I … um …’ I stutter, fearing that if I stare long enough, I will detect an Adam’s apple and a hint of beard growth.

Carmen is humming now, seemingly having forgotten that I exist. She certainly doesn’t care what I think of her handiwork. How dare she lull me into a false sense of security? Natural glow indeed! I’d be no less pissed off if I’d asked a painter to redecorate my living room – not that I can afford to employ tradespeople – and instead of the creamy white I’d asked for, he’d painted the goddamn room purple.

‘Mummy!’ Travis cries. ‘Where’s Mummy?’

‘Just coming, darling,’ I manage, as Carmen gives my hair a cursory backcomb and liberal dose of foul-smelling spray. Fantastic. Now I am sporting an unyielding dome. Who backcombs their hair in this day and age?

By now, I am beyond caring. I’ll just have to go with it. At least I’ll give Millie a laugh when she sees the pictures. Then I can throw myself off London Bridge and be done with it.

‘She’s ready,’ Carmen sing-songs.

I am no longer Caitlin, but ‘she’. And I smell weird, as if my entire body has been dunked in melted-down old-lady make-up. I smell like Mimosa House, minus the faint whiff of wee and meaty dinners.

I stride purposefully from the dressing room to the main studio, where Adrian has positioned a soft leather seat for me to park myself on. Travis is sprawled belly-down on the floor, where he’s playing with a pile of multicoloured cables. I hope they’re not live electrical cables. Surely Adrian or his whey-faced assistant would have stopped him if they were …

‘Right. Lovely.’ Adrian appraises my appearance, his mouth twitching with unease. ‘On the chair, please, Karen.’

‘It’s Cait—’ I start, just as Travis looks up, his face crumpling in horror as he sees not his loving, pancake-making mother, but some bloke called Bert who’s stolen my clothes.

‘Mummy!’ he screams, sending the cables flying.

‘It’s OK, darling, it’s me,’ I protest as he spins away, colliding with a light stand and sending it crashing to the floor. There’s a metallic clang and a tinkle of breaking glass.

‘Christ, my light!’ Adrian barks.

I spring out of the seat and try to gather up Travis from his huddled position in the corner. He writhes out of my grasp, still wailing as if I’m some dastardly child-thief. ‘Want Mummy!’

‘Travis, darling, I am Mummy.’

‘Don’t like Mummy face!’ he shrieks.

Carmen regards the scene with amusement, one hand plonked on her skinny hip.

‘It’s just make-up,’ I soothe. ‘I’ll take it all off.’

‘Horrid Mummy! Bad Mummy!’

‘Shhh, sweetheart …’

‘WANT DADDY!’

‘I try to grasp his hand, but he flails wildly, punching my thigh and kicking furiously. Finally, as his fury morphs into sobs, I manage to coax him towards the leather seat.

‘Sorry about your light,’ I murmur.

‘These things happen.’ Adrian rolls his eyes towards his assistant – a sharply angled boy who has so far failed to acknowledge me and is already setting up a replacement light. ‘They could have warned me,’ he adds, ‘that there’d be a child here today. It’s not really appropriate.’

Oh, isn’t it? Maybe I should have employed the stuffing-him-in-a-cupboard trick. Bet Harriet Pike didn’t cause any bother when she was having her photo done.

Travis is so distraught we end up doing the pictures with him plonked on my lap, whimpering like an injured pup. No matter how I try to radiate empathy, I am conscious of my jaw being unnaturally clenched.

‘Smile, Travis,’ I murmur.

‘Oh, don’t worry about him,’ Adrian mutters. ‘I’m cropping out the kid.’

Now Travis, like me, is nameless.

Carmen swoops over my face with her powder brush. ‘You have a terribly oily T-zone,’ she reprimands. ‘You’re breaking through.’

No bloody wonder. Travis is still gulping silently. As we leave the studio, I glimpse the three of them – Adrian, his assistant and Carmen the Witch – swiping beers from a battered fridge and flipping them open with a desperate air.

‘Nasty Mummy face,’ Travis whimpers in the stairwell.

Hell, I’ve forgotten to scrape off the damn make-up. ‘It’s just like dressing up,’ I assure him. ‘You know, like when you play Captain Hook.’

He remains unconvinced. How long before we’re home and I can hose down my face? Half an hour at least. Half an hour in public with my Bert face on.

In the studio’s cobbled courtyard, I scrabble in my bag for my purse. Thirteen quid and a few coppers. Not nearly enough for a cab. I grasp Travis’s hand, intending to find a café with an abundant supply of loo roll with which to wipe my face. We march through a series of junk-cluttered alleys, eventually finding ourselves at a bustling roundabout. Nothing looks as it did when we came here. There are gloomy warehouses and factories with crudely painted signs, but no café with limitless loo paper, and therefore no chance of making myself look normal.

We march on, bracing ourselves against the cold March winds, both too gloomy to speak, until the Underground sign comes into view. Thankfully, the Tube carriage isn’t crowded. Perhaps we’ll manage to get home without my having to make eye contact with anyone. Each time I blink I’m conscious of something like eighteen layers of lash-lengthening mascara. I feel like my eyelashes have been dunked in tar.

Darren flashes into my mind. Young, carefree Darren, who was under the illusion that he and I might have fun together. That seems laughable now.

In the carriage, an elderly man is filling in a crossword, and a bunch of backpackers are checking guidebooks and maps. On the opposite seat, to the left, a woman sits with her head bent, her glossy black hair hanging around her face, engrossed in the contents of the file on her lap. She’s wearing a grey pinstriped trouser suit and is plugged into her iPod.

‘Want biscuit,’ Travis murmurs.

‘We’ll be home soon. You can have a snack before we pick up Lola and Jake.’

‘Want biscuit with ’ole in the middle.’

‘I think there’s some in the tin.’ I’m so done in after the shoot that I’ll let him hog as many as he wants. He can have the whole bloody packet. And Fanta, if there’s any left in the fridge.

‘WANT. BISCUIT.’ His voice blasts down the carriage. The man with the crossword rustles his newspaper irritably. The woman coughs. One day, in a parallel universe, maybe I’ll enjoy Tube journeys with an iPod.

‘Biscuit!’ Travis screams.

‘Yes, when we get home, but not if you have a tantrum.’ Breathe deeply, hold it in and release. Breathe. Breathe. ‘Avoid eye contact,’ Pike advised on last week’s problem page. ‘Never, EVER pay attention to a tantrum in a public place. As long as your child is safe, simply ignore him until the tantrum subsides. I might add that parents who over-indulge their children are merely encouraging these outrageous displays.’ Crossword man regards Travis disapprovingly. Bet his children never behaved like this.

‘Don’t like Mummy,’ Travis declares. ‘Mummy not my friend.’

‘Good.’ I stare fixedly at the file on the woman’s lap. She closes it and my gaze rests upon the teardrop-shaped logo on the front.

Purity Springs. Personal Service Always.

She glances up and our eyes meet. Something spins between us in the carriage, a ball of horror. I inhale sharply.

‘Hello, Daisy,’ I croak.

She yanks out her headphones. ‘Oh, hi! Sorry, Caitlin, I didn’t see you.’ Her voice is high-pitched, and she giggles uneasily. At least she has the decency to look mortified. Her face is immaculately made up, although she looks bleary around the eyes. She’s probably been up half the night shagging the pants off my husband.

‘Finished work for the day?’ I ask curtly, although at 2 p.m. it’s unlikely.

‘I – I’m on my way to see clients at Liverpool Street.’

‘That’s nice.’ Are you planning to shag them? I want to ask.

She straightens the file on her lap. Crossword man folds up his newspaper noisily.

‘Settled into your new flat?’ I venture.

‘Um, yes, it’s lovely. Er, I mean … you know. It’s quite ordinary really, but it’s, um … fine.’

‘I hear it’s a penthouse,’ I add.

‘No, it’s nothing like that.’ Her laughter tinkles out like shards of glass. ‘There’s no room to swing a cat. We call it the penthouse as a joke.’

‘Oh.’ Bloody hilarious.

‘What’s a planthouse?’ Travis asks, mercifully distracted from his biscuit craving.

‘A very expensive flat,’ I explain loudly, ‘on top of a big building. Only very rich people can afford them.’ I regard her coolly, hoping that if I stare hard enough, my gaze will penetrate her frontal lobe and cause irreparable damage.

‘Really,’ she insists, ‘it’s quite tiny.’

‘Size isn’t everything,’ I reply.

Daisy nods mutely and glances around the carriage, settling her gaze on the emergency handle. What a cow, she’ll be thinking. Is it any wonder that Martin left her for me? Look at her poor, starving child, desperate for a biscuit, and her face all caked in—

Shit. I’d forgotten my face. What am I thinking, trying to freak her out? Daisy’s the one with the penthouse and architect boyfriend and nicely done make-up. I am the ladyboy with bouffant hair and lips dripping with grease.

‘Well, see you around.’ She leaps up and stuffs her folder into her bag.

‘Bye,’ I manage, as the train pulls into Liverpool Street.

‘Nice seeing you both.’ She grins broadly, any hint of nervousness gone.

‘Bye-bye!’ Travis says with a cheery wave.

Daisy waves briefly and swoops off the train, her heels clacking on the platform. I swipe my oily lips against the back of my hand. They leave a scarlet smear, like a wound.
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Carmen’s warpaint is an absolute swine to get off. I haven’t worn mascara since Jake was born – due to the fact that it’s the only item of make-up that doesn’t magically melt away while you sleep – so I don’t possess any remover or even cotton wool to wipe the wretched stuff off. (Daisy, I’d imagine, has pastel-coloured cotton-wool balls in a pretty glass jar from Liberty. And probably has her eyelashes dyed.)

In the sanctuary of our bathroom I moisten a wad of loo roll and rub my eyelids. Although the mascara is smearing nicely on to the under-eye zones, there’s still a ton of it stuck to my lashes. What’s this stuff made from – creosote? Maybe Guy and his mates would be able to offer assistance with its removal or suggest a non-gunky substitute. I fear that I’ll never blink normally again My eyeballs will wither up through lack of lubrication.

I make another loo-paper wad and scrub at the charcoal patches under my eyes. Now my skin looks raw and is stinging like buggery. Great. Now I look like I’ve been sobbing for weeks. With no time for further face-scouring, I set off with Travis to collect Lola and Jake from school, conscious of everyone checking out my stressed, puffy face.

There’s nothing like the school-gate cluster to heighten your unease if you’re not feeling 100 per cent.

‘Hi, Cait!’ chirps Bev Hartnett, bastion of the PTA, in disastrous drapey blue trousers that might possibly hail from the New Romantic era.

I grin tightly and turn away, but there’s no escape.

‘What’s happened to your face?’ she asks, feigning concern.

‘I, er, had my photo taken.’

‘What, for your passport or something? Are you going away?’

‘No, it was for, um, a work thing. A magazine thing.’

She gives me a curious look. I will the school bell to ring and the children to rescue me from Bev’s unfaltering gaze.

‘Went to a horrible place,’ Travis announces. ‘Lady put fing on Mummy.’ He jabs a grubby finger at my lips.

‘Caitlin,’ cries Rachel, beetling over to join us, ‘you look terrible! Have you been crying?’

‘I was assaulted,’ I explain, ‘with a mascara wand.’

‘Really? Oh, come on. You’ve had one of those department-store make-overs, haven’t you?’

‘God,’ Bev chips in, ‘I never let them anywhere near my face, even when they’re giving out free samples.’

Yet more mothers drift towards us, all focusing intently on my ravaged face. I feel naked and glance around desperately for Sam.

Millie texts me: HOPE SHOOT WENT WELL BET U LOOKED GORGEOUS LOVE MX.

‘You owe me one,’ I growl at my phone.

Sam waves from across the street and arrives by my side as the children surge from the building. While he raises an eyebrow, and is clearly studying my swollen eyes, he refrains from quizzing me in public. For that I could hug him, if Bev wouldn’t interpret it as evidence of our rampant affair. Can’t wait for the Easter holidays for a break from all this.

Over the next few weeks I crack on with my page, grateful for regular work to temper my rage when Martin announces that he, Daisy and Poppy are going to Sardinia for the Easter holidays. ‘It was only a cheap deal,’ Martin mutters. ‘One of those last-minute things.’ What’s ‘only’ about whizzing off to Sardinia? There’s no only about it.

I’ve heard nothing from Darren since our date. Even he didn’t want to meet up again, he could have called to see if I’d managed to find Mum. Clearly, he’s too young to comprehend what it’s like to have an aged parent. His own mother is probably around forty-five. I feel hurt, and vaguely cross; after all, he’d called me and made all the moves. When I’m out shopping locally, I try to avoid passing the TV shop. If I can’t avoid it, I walk on the opposite pavement with my head twisted unnaturally to one side.

Newsagents, too, are challenging. Every time I glimpse a copy of Bambino I’m reminded that time is ticking away to the dreadful day when my first problem page appears. Then I’ll be outed as a man, and life as I know it will be over. It makes Darren, and even Sardinia, pale into insignificance. Perhaps I could buy up every copy and have a gigantic bonfire in the garden. Or at least relocate to another country.

In early April, the Easter break arrives finally and I wait at the school playground railings as Marcia and Bev discuss their forthcoming jaunt to southern France. A two-family holiday. How very jolly. I once suggested to Martin that we might consider going away with Rachel and Guy, and he’d given me a look to suggest that he’d rather saw off his own penis than holiday with another couple and their child.

In that instance, perhaps he was right. A fortnight of creosote conversations, and no means of escape, is quite horrifying.

The school bell rings shrilly and Jake appears at my side, dumping his schoolbag at my feet as if it’s my duty to carry it home. ‘What we doing for the holidays?’ He meets my gaze defiantly.

‘I haven’t planned anything, Jake. I thought we’d just play it by ear.’

He looks disgusted. ‘You mean we’re not going away?’

‘Not everyone goes away at Easter,’ I explain hotly as Lola pelts to my side. ‘I’ll take you somewhere in the summer, and Daddy will too, so you’ll have two holidays.’ What a lucky, lucky boy from a broken home he is.

Sam and Harvey weave their way through the throng towards us. ‘Heading straight home?’ Sam asks.

‘Sure,’ I say, eager to escape the Easter-holiday chatter.

‘Everyone goes away at Easter,’ Jake mutters, falling into step beside me.

‘Oh, right,’ I say. ‘Like everyone’s got an Xbox, and everyone takes Starbursts for playtime snack.’ I’d fallen for that one when Jake had started school, stocking up on so many multi-packs that it was a miracle his teeth hadn’t crumbled to dust by the end of the first week. I soon learned that most parents around here send their children to school with apples, raisins or bite-sized rice cakes.

‘Eve isn’t going away,’ I remind him.

‘Yes she is,’ Lola announces. ‘She’s going to Center Parcs.’

‘Are you sure?’ Damn, I remember now that Rachel booked it at the last minute. I start to explain that Center Parcs costs a fortune, and that most families go there for their main holiday – not a tiddly extra at Easter – but tail off as it’s clear that no one believes me. ‘What about you, Harvey?’ I ask. ‘You’re staying at home, aren’t you?’

‘We’re going to Cornwall,’ he says brightly.

‘Are you?’

Sorry, Sam mouths.

‘We’re staying at my auntie Julie’s hotel,’ Harvey enthuses. ‘Dad says if it’s warm enough I can learn to surf. It’s gonna be brilliant.’

‘That’s great,’ I say, dripping with disappointment. I’d envisaged lots of Sam-time over Easter. ‘Is Bryony Ellis going away?’ I ask hopefully.

‘Canary Islands,’ Lola chirps.

‘Jamie Torrance?’

‘Corfu,’ Jake mutters darkly. ‘Where’s that? Can we go?’

‘No,’ I snap. When did this start, this taking several holidays a year? This jetting off to the Canaries or Greece every time there’s a bloody bank holiday or in-service day? The only holidays we had during my entire childhood were to boarding houses in Lyme Regis or Littlehampton. No doubt Jamie Torrance’s parents will be taking the Romanian au pair, in order to minimise contact with their son. I’ve heard his mother bragging that on their last holiday, they’d only had to deal with him at lunch and bedtime. My kids should realise how damned lucky they are to have a mother who enjoys their company, at least some of the time, and wants to be with them.

‘Well,’ I muster, ‘we’ll have just as good a time at home. We can go to the cinema and swimming pool and the park and—’

‘The park!’ Jake repeats bitterly. ‘I hate the park. It’s cold and boring.’

‘You didn’t used to say that. You used to love it.’

He sighs dramatically. ‘Yeah, when I was about four. I’m ten years old, Mum.’ As if my suggestion is as inappropriate as taking him to a Thomas the Tank Engine fun day.

‘There’s loads on over Easter,’ Sam cuts in, but Jake isn’t having any of it.

‘Sadie Bloom’s going to Disneyland Paris,’ he mutters.

‘You think I can afford to take you to Disneyland Paris?’ I say, aghast. ‘You don’t even like Disney! All those films you used to love – Peter Pan and The Jungle Book and The Lion King – didn’t you ask me to take them to the charity shop? Aren’t they babyish too, like … like the park?’

‘No!’ protests Lola. ‘They’re mine.’

‘I like Peter Pan,’ Travis murmurs.

‘I don’t want Peter Pan to go to the charity shop!’ Lola wails, and a tear slides down her cheek.

‘Well, Mum says it’s going,’ Jake gloats. ‘You’re too old for it. Poor children can have it.’

‘I hate you,’ Lola sobs. ‘It’s not fair.’

‘Honey,’ I say, squeezing her hand, ‘I’d never give your things away without asking you first.’

‘But Jake said—’

‘Never mind what Jake said.’ I glower at him. How did my adorable little boy turn into a mean brat? ‘Well done,’ I growl, ‘for starting the Easter holidays on such a positive note.’

‘What did I do?’ He throws out his arms.

Under my breath I mutter, ‘Happy fucking Easter.’

‘I heard that!’ Jake crows. ‘Mum swore. She said eff.’

‘So what?’ So fucking what? is what I really want to say.

‘Jake,’ Sam starts, ‘I think what your mum means is—’

‘What I mean,’ I snap, ‘is that I can’t help it if every other person in your class gets whisked off abroad every time there’s a—’

‘Cornwall’s not abroad,’ says Jake. ‘It’s in England.’

I know where Cornwall is, smartarse.
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