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Paula

I want to make my husband fall back in love with me.

Let me explain. This isn’t an exercise in fifties wifeydom. I haven’t been reading articles in old women’s magazines. ‘Twenty ways to keep your man’. That couldn’t be further from the truth.

I want him to fall back in love with me so that when I tell him to fuck off out of my life he’ll care. Or at least it’ll register. He won’t just think, ‘Oh good.’

I want it to hurt.

Robert is sitting at the breakfast bar in the kitchen while I cook. Oblivious. Nose in his phone. Thumbs tapping away at the keyboard like a teenager. Probably texting her. He has no idea that I know. He looks like the same person. The person who, yesterday, was just my husband, the man I’ve been married to for eighteen years. Today he’s someone who is cheating on his wife. I find myself staring at him, trying to look for tell-tale signs. How could I not have known? He looks up and smiles.

‘What? What have I done?’

As he talks he tilts the screen of his mobile away from me slightly. He probably doesn’t even realize he’s doing it.

I try to mirror his smile. ‘Nothing. I was just thinking.’

He picks up the bottle and refills my glass and then his. This has always been our ritual whenever he’s home in the evenings. I potter around making dinner while he perches on a stool and fills me in on the goings-on at work. Although these days he’s more likely to keep one eye on his phone and only give me half his attention. At least now I know why.

‘Dangerous,’ he says now. ‘Too much thinking never did anyone any good.’

I force a laugh. ‘Well, lucky I don’t do it too often then. Actually, I was trying to decide whether to do rice or mash, so it really was life-altering stuff.’

‘Surprise me. Want any help?’

I shake my head no. The last thing I can face doing is playing happy families. It’s too soon.

He hops down from his stool, glass in one hand, phone in the other. ‘Then I’m going to have a shower.’

‘Don’t be too long,’ I say. ‘I promised Georgia we’d eat early. She’s meant to be meeting Eliza at half seven.’

‘Ten minutes,’ he says, and I have to stop myself asking why he needs his mobile if all he’s doing is having a quick hose-down.

It was his phone that gave him away, by the way. That old cliché. I wasn’t snooping. It never would have occurred to me to snoop. I’ve never even bothered to ask him for his password because he never uses it, he just wafts his finger over the button so it can read his print. So it’s complete chance that I saw what I saw. This morning before he left for the studio – befuddled from the early start – he left it on the counter when he went off to get dressed. I always get up with him on studio days, even though he has to leave the house at six and I am pretty sure I hadn’t even realized there was a five fifteen in the morning until my alarm started announcing it one day. I like to keep him company while he eats breakfast. Kiss him goodbye when he leaves. Neither of us is a completely functioning human at that hour so I can only assume it slipped his mind that he really shouldn’t be letting his phone out of his sight these days.

I didn’t even notice it. But then it buzzed to say a message had arrived and I glanced down without thinking. The words ‘Love you’ happened to catch my eye and the name at the top. Saskia. Without thinking what I was doing, I snatched it up quickly, before the message faded away, never to be accessible to me again.


‘Jesus! That was too close for comfort last night! WAY too risky! Hope Paula bought it!!! Didn’t feel comfortable having to lie to her face! Love you xxx’



I stared at the screen in shock, pressed a few keys, hoping I could magically access the whole conversation but knowing it was hopeless. I heard Robert moving around in the bedroom, knew he would be back at any moment. I committed the message to memory and threw the phone back down on the counter as his footsteps thumped along the corridor, pretended to be preoccupied with something fascinating in the cutlery drawer.

He clocked his mobile lying on the counter. Did I imagine it or did the slightest flash of fear sweep across his face? I tried to look casual, I didn’t want to give away the fact that I’d noticed it. He picked it up and shoved it in his pocket, not even looking at the screen.

A huge part of me wanted to throw accusations at him the second he walked through the door. Or punches. Actually, yes, punches would have been good. But thankfully, I stopped myself. I knew that I needed to mull over what I’d seen. I had to make sure that there was no innocent explanation before I went down a path I couldn’t retreat from.

Now he saunters back into the kitchen, freshly showered, smelling of some kind of chemical fruit and wearing the old track pants and T-shirt that he likes to slob around in. I plaster a smile on my face.

‘Will you give Georgia a shout? Five minutes.’

‘Sure. Something smells amazing.’

I turn my fake smile up to ecstatic. Thank God for my drama-school training. Although we never actually did a class called ‘How to convince your husband everything’s fine when in actual fact you want to stab him with a fork’. Remind me. If I ever become a drama tutor, that’ll be my first assignment.

‘It’s only chilli.’

Robert moseys on out again and I hear him shout to Georgia that dinner’s ready. I know that above all else I mustn’t give away that anything is wrong in front of our daughter so I try to steady my breathing, hypnotize myself into thinking that all is right with the world.

I fight the urge to cry. Unscrew the bottle of red wine and pour myself another small glass. When Georgia comes hurtling through the door, bag bulging with the books she needs for an evening of revision at her best friend’s house, I’m sitting at the counter sipping it as if I don’t have a care in the world.

‘Want a glass?’ I say, knowing what the answer will be. Georgia pulls a face that says I might as well have offered her some cat’s pee.

‘Yuk. Why can’t you ever have white wine? Or vodka?’

‘Because then you’d say yes when I offered you a drink.’

She laughs. ‘That’s OK. They’re doing cheap Jägerbombs at Vogue tonight. I can get legless later.’

‘George …’ I say, and she interrupts me before I can continue.

‘I’m joking!’

‘You’d better be.’

‘I am … it’s absinthe, actually.’

‘Very funny.’

She leans over my back and plants a kiss on my head just as Robert comes back in, not a care in the world.

‘Uh oh. What have you done?’ he says. His old joke that any affection from our teenager must be an apology.

Georgia laughs and ruffles his hair as he sits down. I lean over and fill his glass.

We’re the picture of a happy family.
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I’m not a vengeful person by nature. Partly because I’m too lazy. Revenge takes effort. But I’ve never been the type who spends hours plotting how to get back at my co-worker because he doesn’t contradict the boss when she praises him for something I’ve done. That makes it sound as if I have a high-powered career where rival colleagues are locked in a struggle for supremacy, clawing their way up the ladder to the top, shoving each other aside and trampling on the weak. Actually, I work in a bakery. Oh, the hilarity. The fat lady works in a cake shop. I can see it on people’s faces when I tell them. No doubt dying to ask me if I get paid in produce or if my role is chief taste-tester. For the record, I do the selling, not the baking. Make coffees in our swanky machine, heat paninis and pasties, take the money.

But this time Robert has pushed me too far. I know he can be self-centred. He has a tendency to take himself and his job too seriously. And I know we’ve drifted apart a bit lately. It’s not as if we haven’t been getting along, more that he’s stopped sharing his world with me. He used to come home in the evenings and we’d run through his lines for the next few days together, laughing at the ludicrous turns in the plot. Or he’d regale me with tales from the set over a glass of Merlot. He never asked me much about my own day – probably because nothing much newsworthy ever happens to me – but his stories about the other actors, the incompetent make-up artists and interfering producers always entertained me so much I never really minded. Because I always thought he still cared about me deep down. He just had a high-pressure job that left him a bit preoccupied.

I never in a million Sundays would have thought he was seeing someone on the side. Actually, that’s not true. I’ve wondered, every now and again. Just over the past couple of years. Just the odd ‘what if …?’ when he’s told me he’s going to be working late or he’s been away filming on location. But I’ve always dismissed it. Told myself not to be paranoid.

And if I ever had allowed myself to think it might be true, I never in a million decades would have thought it would be Saskia.

Robert and I have been together for twenty years. We met at drama school, both of us with big dreams about the stellar careers that were undoubtedly in our futures, despite the statistics telling us otherwise. I think I once read that ninety-nine per cent of actors are unemployed at any one time. And that’s not even taking into account the fact that only about five people share every single starring role on ITV. But that didn’t stop everyone in our year at the North London School of Speech and Drama thinking they were destined to become the Next Big Thing.

Out of our classmates there’s only Robert and four others who you ever hear about now. One because she went to Hollywood and was the new ingénue on the block for about five minutes. She lorded it over us all mercilessly, until the work started to dry up. Now she talks in a weird mid-Atlantic accent and pops up occasionally in the British press talking about her latest obsession with cupping or tantric meditation or the healing properties of cruciferous vegetables, even though she disappeared from our screens so long ago no one really even remembers who she is. Two make very respectable livings in the theatre, and the fourth is doing fifteen years for fraud.

Financially, Robert is probably the biggest success story. He has been a regular in the prime-time Thursday-night rural-community drama Farmer Giles since it began five years ago. Sadly, he’s not the eponymous Farmer Giles, who, with his wife and three children, is the heart of the piece, but second fiddle Hargreaves, Farmer Giles’s nice-guy neighbour. Saskia, by the way, is Melody Hargreaves. Nice-guy neighbour’s cantankerous but sexy spouse. Robert’s on-screen wife. A woman he has professed to loathe for years.

What with repeat fees and the many overseas sales – the Americans, in particular, love the depiction of the countryside idyll that bears no resemblance to any place I’ve ever been – he earns a small fortune. He would give it all up to be one of our two former contemporaries who earn praise and respect for their work treading the boards, even if their bank balances are nowhere near as healthy. But he would never admit it.

We have – scrub that – we had a good life, the three of us. Me, Robert and seventeen-year-old Georgia.

Until now.

When we first left college, setting up home together in a cramped bedsit in Finsbury Park, we both went all out to try to get work, scouring the internet for open auditions and accepting every unpaid offer that came our way. Gradually, Robert started to get bits and pieces here and there. An agent took him on. Casting directors began to know his name. When I found myself pregnant with Georgia, it seemed that the obvious thing to do to – as Robert put it – was for him to work on his career first while I did all the childcare, and then, once he had got himself established, he could take a break and be the homemaker for a while, while I pursued my own dream. Even though it made me anxious that I was being left behind, it also made sense to me. And, if I’m being honest, I wanted to be the one taking care of our daughter. I just hadn’t expected to have her so young.

Anyway, I’m sure you can all see where this is going. The years rolled on and Robert just never felt that the time was right for him to opt out.

Once Georgia hit Year 7 I nervously tried to dip my toe back in the water but with no track record, no agent, nothing on my CV except childcare and a bit of part-time clerical work when we needed the money, I couldn’t even get through to anyone on the phone, let alone through their door. If I’d been prepared to go miles from home for an unpaid gig, performing a one-woman show to three people above a pub in the back of beyond then, maybe, I could have clawed my way into contention. But I was the wrong side of thirty with a soon-to-be-teenage daughter who needed her mother. And, besides, Robert always said it was important to him to know I was at home, keeping everything running smoothly. It meant he didn’t have to worry about the mundane daily details of our life. It allowed him to shine.

Yes, you heard me correctly. He said that it allowed him to shine.

And somehow that was it. That was our life. Robert could take any job, work any outlandish schedule in any remote location, because he knew that everything was all taken care of at home.

Then he got the job on Farmer Giles, which meant for the ten and a half months of the year they filmed he would be flat out, dividing his time between the studio in west London and the exterior locations in Oxfordshire, and I threw away the glossy headshots I was still inundating casting directors with (which were already several years and many stones out of date), and took the job in the café. No qualifications necessary. He’s become a minor TV star, or at least a recognizable face. I’ve become someone who works in a baked-goods store because the hours suit my desire to be home when Georgia gets back from school.

I imagine you have questions. I would. Like why would an intelligent, independent woman like me fall for an arrangement like that? The only answer I have is that I loved Robert and I honestly believed my chance would come. And I think he meant it when he first proposed it, too. I don’t think he thought he was conning me. It was just later on, when he was enjoying his career, when he didn’t want to give it up even for a few months, when he started worrying that to turn things down might mean he would never get offered anything again, that he changed his mind. And I suppose I could have insisted. Put my foot down and refused to wash another gym kit until he agreed to take a break. But the truth is that by then I had no confidence in the idea that I would be able to find work anyway. And the thought of watching Robert turn down some plum role just so he could stay at home and watch me failing to get a single audition was just too humiliating.

And because I never imagined he would throw it all back in my face.

The evening is agony. Trying to pretend to Robert that all is well while I work out what I am going to do. It doesn’t help that Georgia leaves the second dinner is over, promising to be home by eleven at the latest. There’s no ballast.

If Robert has any idea that I’ve found out his secret, he doesn’t show it.

‘Saskia turned up two hours late again today,’ he says to me as we sit side by side in the living room. I’m scrolling through the Sky menu like there’s no tomorrow, desperately hoping to find anything that might be a distraction and mean we don’t have to spend the evening chatting.

I almost choke on my drink at the mention of her name.

‘God,’ I say. How would I usually react? I suddenly can’t remember how to behave normally. ‘Did she get a bollocking?’

Saskia’s bad behaviour is one of his favourite topics. And, to be fair, I would be upset about it too if I were him. Although now I realize he probably isn’t. It’s just a smokescreen.

‘Of course not,’ he sighs. ‘Because no one can face the tears and the threats to quit.’

Although Robert professes that he can’t stand Saskia, a part of him lives in terror that she might decide to leave the show altogether. He is very much aware of the fact that while the show couldn’t survive without Farmer Giles, it would most definitely live on if his neighbours moved away and were replaced.

‘They’ll probably sack her eventually,’ I say, and I get a little jolt of satisfaction from the panicked look on his face. ‘Oh, look, there’s a new drama on BBC2 tonight. Trouble in Paradise. Didn’t you go up for that?’

I know full well that he did. That he’d been gutted when he hadn’t got it.

‘Let’s not watch that,’ he groans. ‘There must be something better on.’ Robert hates watching programmes that he missed out on. Even worse if the actor who got the role he coveted gets any praise or, God forbid, an award nomination. He just assumes that he would have garnered the same attention too had he got the part. Never a doubt in his mind about whether his performance would have been as compelling.

‘No, this looks good,’ I say, pressing the button to watch. It takes all my strength to pretend to be absorbed in it for the next hour and a half. But it beats having to make conversation.

I slope off to bed as early as I can but I don’t sleep at all, just go over and over it in my head. What does the text mean? What happened that made Saskia feel they were close to being caught? Caught doing what (yes, yes, I know). I think back. Last night I phoned Robert to ask if he knew what time he was likely to be home. The studio day finishes at seven but the cast are free to leave once their last scene is completed. A woman answered. Saskia, I now assume. I’d almost forgotten, it was such an insignificant event. Robert always has to leave his phone somewhere when he goes on set. No one wants to be the idiot who ruins a good take because some ironic eighties pop-song ringtone suddenly blasts out mid-scene. I’ve spoken to countless other people over the years who have answered on his behalf.

I didn’t ask her name. Why would I have?

‘Robert Westmore’s phone,’ she said when she answered.

I remember feeling like a bit of a saddo that I was calling my husband at work to ask what time he wanted his tea.

‘Oh, hi. It’s Paula, Robert’s wife.’

I remember that she said, ‘Hey!’ in a very matey way.

‘It’s nothing important. I just wondered what time he was going to wrap tonight. Maybe you could get him to call me if he gets a moment?’

‘No problem, Paula,’ she said.

Twenty minutes later he called me back. Maybe a little flustered, but he often is if we speak when he’s at work. He said that they might overrun a bit but he should be back by quarter past nine, latest. A mundane, routine call.

He got home at nine in the end. Nothing in the way he looked or acted gave away that he had been doing anything other than working. There was no lipstick on his collar, or anywhere else that I could see for that matter. He went straight upstairs for a shower, but then he often does. He was his normal, usual self. Which makes me think his normal, usual self is a man who is having an affair.

After he left this morning I turned on my computer. Googled Saskia Sherbourne. Of course, I already know what she looks like, but now I was confronted with hundreds of glamorous photos of her on red carpets and glitzy nights out. The thing that annoyed me most was how pleased with herself she looked. That ‘oh yes, you think I’m attractive’ smirk. It made me want to punch her.

Of course, she’s slim, verging on half-starved. But she has that kind of round-faced, cleavagey look that – hopefully – doesn’t age well. She’ll be busty barmaid before she knows it. I checked myself for being bitchy. I’ve always tried not to judge people on their looks because I know from personal experience how hurtful that can be. Then I reminded myself she was quite possibly sleeping with my husband so I allowed myself to revel in the two pictures I found of her in a short skirt which showed off her surprisingly straight-up-and-down legs and bony knees.

According to her Wikipedia page, she’s three years younger than me, which probably means we’re the same age. Born Susan Mitchell. Ha! Not so glamorous now. Grew up in Exeter. Went to LAMDA (chip on its shoulder because it’s not RADA). First job Nat West commercial.

I scanned down through the list of her credits, not really interested. Got to Personal Life. The Susan Mitchell/Exeter/LAMDA information was repeated. Married at twenty-seven to Simon, divorced two years later. Then again in 2009 – which would make her either thirty-one or thirty-four at the time, depending on who you believe – to Joshua. They seemed to still be together; no mention of children, no mention of what it is that Joshua does.

There was a link to a profile piece in one of the Sunday magazines so, of course, I tortured myself by reading the whole thing. She’s very grateful for the part in Farmer Giles, which came along just as she was wondering whether or not to call it a day. She would never take the role for granted. It’s important for actors on TV shows to remember they’re just a tiny cog in a huge machine. She reminds herself of this regularly to ensure she remains down to earth. If I didn’t know it was all phoney, I’d probably have thought she was coming across quite well.

In the next paragraph she banged on about how lucky she was to work with Robert. How they’ve become good friends and so they instinctively work well together. I’ve read enough of these kind of interviews to know this could just be PR bullshit but that didn’t stop it infuriating me. It was as if she was taunting me.

I found more interviews with her and then reread old ones with Robert that I must have read before with different eyes. Both of them are always at pains to tell the world how fabulously they get on, how they’re so relaxed around each other they sometimes squabble about the most mundane things, like a real couple. I remember laughing with Robert when we scoured one of these spreads together. Teasing him about the way he managed to make it sound as if he and Saskia were such great friends when, of course, he hated her. I remember him telling me it was important that the viewing public bought into their relationship. That was the key to its success.

‘I’ve never worked with anyone who cared so much’, interview Robert had apparently said, and real-life Robert had read the quote out to me in a mock-serious tone and added ‘about herself’, which had me falling about, I seem to remember.

When actually it seems as if the joke’s on me.
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Usually, when Robert leaves for work, I go back to bed for an hour or so, but today I was on a mission.

I decided to hunt for clues to back up my suspicions. The text in itself wasn’t enough to build a case on. But if he was up to something there would be other evidence. In a crime scene, I would spray our bedroom with luminol and see where the blood showed up. As it was, all I could do was poke through his personal belongings and hope something jumped out at me as incriminating.

I hated doing this, by the way. I’m not a natural snooper. I’ve always been that person who believes you shouldn’t eavesdrop because you might hear something you don’t like. So I didn’t have a system. I just thought where I would hide my most precious secret things if I were him and started there.

Turned out he doesn’t think the bottom of a suitcase he hasn’t used in at least five years or the underneath of the drawer where he keeps random bits and pieces that I would never have any cause to go near – old receipts, two lighters from when he used to smoke, elastic bands, a Sony Walkman, a broken pedometer … it’s like a museum of his life; we refer to it as the ‘thing drawer’ – are as good places as I would. In desperation, I called my friend and boss, Myra.

‘Hypothetically, if you were going to hide something in your home that you didn’t want anyone else to find, where would you hide it?’

‘Are you talking about Robert?’

‘Hypothetically.’

‘Think about where you’d never look. How about a box of old scripts? Has he got one of those?’

‘I didn’t say it was Robert. But yes, he has.’

‘Try there. If you have no luck, call me back and I’ll come up with another genius suggestion. Actually, call me if you do find anything because I want to know what’s going on.’

I ignored that part and said goodbye. It took me a while to locate the piles of old scripts and call sheets that Robert has accumulated over the series. He’s paranoid about throwing them away because it’s drummed into all the cast and crew that they must never be leaked, as if the journalists of the world are lined up waiting with bated breath for the next implausible Farmer Giles storyline to break. Eventually, I came across them at the back of a big cupboard in a room we laughingly call the office but which is actually meant as a bedroom for a very tiny person.

There must have been twenty there. I remember that we had a purge a couple of years ago and got rid of all the ones that were for episodes that had already been aired. Robert has signed a few and given them to charities to auction off over the years. I shook them all out one by one and, even though the odd thing fell out (a parking ticket, a tissue), there was nothing that resembled a strange pair of ladies’ knickers or a photo of him and Saskia in a compromising position. I piled them all back up and shoved the pile back into the depths of the cupboard.

I was thinking of phoning Myra again but I decided to rummage through the rest of the junk before I admitted defeat. I pulled out cartridges for a printer that we replaced about three years ago, an early laptop, its shell a garish orange, the empty case for Robert’s old camera. As I picked the soft case up again to replace it I felt a hard lump at its centre. I opened it up and there was a wooden box I’d never seen before. About the size of a pack of cards but three times as deep. Ornate lacquered wood, a beautiful shade of amber. I picked it up and turned it over in my hand before daring to open it.

Inside was a small, intricately carved silver heart, one side flat. A paperweight, I assumed. With a card: ‘Here’s my heart, I told you you could have it. S xxx’

I shoved it back in the box, the box back in the camera case, the camera case back in the cupboard. I piled things on top of it, tried to re-create the mess that was there before.

I warned you there was a reason you should never snoop.

For about an hour I paced around the flat. What was I going to do? How was I going to save my marriage? At last, it hit me. I wasn’t. I didn’t want to. I’d played a supporting role to Robert for too long and this is how he’d repaid me. I was done.

What I am not going to do is let him off lightly. I’m not going to allow him to ride off into the sunset with Saskia fucking Sherbourne and live happily ever after. I’m not going to look at smug spreads in OK! and Hello! as they set up home together. How cute! They played a married couple for five years and then they fell in love for real, their star power magnified exponentially by the number of photographs there are of them together. Fuck that.

So I came up with my plan. Like I said, we’ve drifted apart. He’s stopped noticing me, stopped confiding in me. Started shagging his colleague. I sacrificed everything because I thought we were in it together, but it turns out he was just in it for himself. But if I just confront him with what I’ve discovered I’m scared he’ll be relieved. He’ll be able to move seamlessly into a new life. And I don’t see why it should be that easy.

Most probably, he’d want to wait till Georgia goes to uni in September (medicine at Bristol, thanks for asking, she’s a smart girl) before kissing our marriage goodbye. For selfish reasons, mainly. He wants her to think he’s Dad of the Century. And, to be fair, I wouldn’t dream of disrupting her A levels by dropping a bombshell of this kind on her now. So I have some time. I may as well make use of it.

I am going to turn myself into Robert’s perfect wife. I’ll make myself over physically – Robert has always been big on looks and I know the way I’ve changed bothers him. He used to be proud to have me on his arm; now if we go anywhere together he just looks a bit apologetic. He keeps his distance, as if he’s hoping people might assume I’m his fat assistant, not his wife. I’m sure he doesn’t think I’ve noticed, but I have.

Don’t get me wrong, the way I’ve let myself go bothers me too, but for different reasons. It’s a symptom of the fact I’ve given up. I feel lethargic, unfit, older than my forty-one years. So I’m going to do something about it. Slowly, so he doesn’t notice. I’m banking on the fact that he’s pretty much stopped looking at me. If I keep on wearing the shapeless baggy clothes that have become my uniform, then I don’t think he’ll be too curious about what’s underneath. Then, when I’m transformed, I’ll emerge, butterfly-like, and I’ll take his breath away.

I don’t think he’s so shallow that my simply starting to look more like my old self will win him back. I’m going to go on a charm offensive too. Fake an interest in the day-to-day goings-on in his life, share my own work stories, read up on things that interest him, laugh at his jokes and offer up ones of my own, be there smiling with a G and T in my hand and a casserole in the oven whenever he comes home from work. I’ll try to remember all the things that used to connect us before it all went wrong – what we used to do on days off, what we used to laugh at. I’ll remind him who he fell in love with and, hopefully, he’ll fall in love with me all over again. He’ll dump Saskia and throw his all into his marriage.

And then I’ll tell him it’s all over.

It’ll be my greatest acting role ever.

I want to put my plan in motion before I bottle out. Exactly what that means, though, I’m not quite sure. I have no idea how I’m going to force him to reconnect with me on a mental level but I can at least begin to work on myself. Try to relocate the woman he used to be physically attracted to. But it’s so long since I’ve done any exercise that I have no idea what to do.

The world of fitness is a mystery to me. I know the basic principle is eat less, move more, but beyond that I’m clueless. I decide that walking to work is a good start. It’s not that far – four bus stops – but I’ve never done it on foot since I’ve been there. And anything other than sitting around seems like progress. I eat my usual toast, butter and marmalade breakfast, knowing that’s going to have to change but not feeling ready to think about it yet. I shower and dress, agonizing over footwear, as if I’m off to run a marathon. I settle on a pair of pink Converse I wear to do the weekly shop. The rest of my outfit is the same as I always wear to work – a baggy long top over stretchy black leggings. Very stretchy. My legs have the appearance of sausages threatening to escape their skins. Hair tied up in a high ponytail.

I almost throw in the towel before I’ve even started when Georgia shuffles into the kitchen at about quarter to eight. First thing in the morning she still looks heartbreakingly young in her pink flowery pyjama bottoms, grey T-shirt and no make-up. Can I really do this to her? I remind myself that Robert is the one who seems intent on breaking up our marriage. I would have stayed forever because that was the promise I made.

Georgia yawns, stretching her arms above her head.

‘Did you have fun last night?’ Eliza’s mum dropped her back about five past eleven but I had already claimed a headache and sloped off to bed to think. Despite his early start, Robert had stayed up watching the news. He hates going to bed early.

With you, a voice in my head says, and I block it out.

‘Mmm …’

I know there’s no point even trying to talk to her before she’s had a cup of tea and a bowl of something that looks healthy but almost certainly isn’t.

‘You in first thing today?’ Georgia’s school timetable has gone haywire now that her A levels are approaching. She only has to turn up when she has a class scheduled. The rest of the time is deemed ‘study time’ and the students are expected to be cramming either in the library or at home. Clearly, whoever devised this system had never met a teenager.

She rolls her eyes at me. ‘Why would I be up if I didn’t?’

‘Good point. I’m going in early. Make sure you lock up.’

I kiss the top of her head and leave before she can ask me why.

It’s a beautiful morning. The sun is out and there’s the promise of a warm spring day. I’m feeling positive. I’ve taken charge. Nine and a half minutes later, just before bus stop two, I feel as if I’ve been hit by a truck. My calves are burning and my feet, unused to being used for the purpose for which they were designed, are hurting in places I didn’t know they had. Under my arms dark patches of sweat have formed. I’m a biped. How can simply walking be this hard? Have I really let myself go this much? I try to remember the last time I walked any further than the bus stop at the end of our road. Fail.

Behind me I can hear a bus rumbling along. Sod it. That’s enough for day one. I have to trot the last few paces as it overtakes me, and when I heave myself on and sit down I can hear my breathing coming out in gasps. I try again to think when the last time I did any exercise was. Before I worked at the bakery, that’s for sure. So at least five years. I’m hit with a wave of self-loathing.

No wonder Robert looked elsewhere.

I’ve only met Saskia once. Years ago, when the show first started and everyone was still being matey. Before all the petty resentments and jealousies that come with working in close proximity with the same group of people kicked in. Before the cast started counting each other’s column inches and comparing storylines. I haven’t met many of Robert’s work family (as he calls them). Not since the early days anyway. But her face is as familiar to me as my own in the mirror.

I wonder what he’s told her about me and then decide I don’t really want to know. My wife doesn’t understand me. She’s let herself go. We have nothing in common any more. Tick all that apply. For the hundredth time I reread the text message in my mind. Is there any ambiguity? Could I be wrong? Could it just be a jokey text from a colleague? ‘Hope Paula bought it!!! Love you xxx.’ No.

‘Jesus, what happened to you?’ Myra looks me up and down as I sneak past the queuing customers, heading for the back room, my T-shirt soaked in sweat. ‘Is it raining out?’

‘It’s a long story,’ I say.

I have a swift wash in the staff toilet, only remembering at the last minute that there are no paper towels to dry myself with, so I have to lean bits of my body at a time towards the hot-air dryer, which is not as easy as you might imagine, as the air comes out from underneath, and then cram myself into the same sweaty clothes I took off. My ‘Myra’s’ overall (baby-pink retro chic with ‘Myra’s’ embroidered in italics on the breast pocket) will have to act as a shield. Note to self: bring a change of clothes if you’re ever going to attempt to walk to work again. Or maybe just walk home. It’s downhill.

‘God, don’t stand downwind of any customers,’ Myra says as I pass on my way to serve a couple at the front table. I take this to mean my clothes are a little rank.

When the café is quiet she corners me.

‘So what was all that about hiding places? What’s Robert done?’

‘Nothing. I don’t know.’

‘Right,’ she says sceptically. And then, thankfully, she leaves it. She knows I’ll tell her in my own good time.

I finish every day at half two, after the lunchtime rush, a compromise I wrestled out of Myra by agreeing I would work straight through with no break, stuffing in a sandwich to keep me going whenever I get a second to nip out the back. Today I forgo my usual ‘unsold leftovers from yesterday’ pudding and plough my way through a banana instead. It’s a start.

Once home (bus all the way, feet too sore, also weak from lack-of-chocolate-bar-induced deprivation), I plan what to make for dinner. Robert is a health nut. His body is his temple. He’s an absolute sugar addict but he’s involved in a constant tussle with himself over his weight for fear the glossy magazines might run a ‘Look at the belly on him’ story one of these days. Consequently, I usually steer clear of desserts and end up helping myself to biscuits halfway through the evening.

Today I spend what seems like hours baking two batches of brownies. One a sugar- and butter-laden heart attack on a plate, the other some kind of weird thing made from cannellini beans, coconut flour, sweetener and cacao powder (‘NOT COCOA POWDER!!’ the hyper YouTuber I have already consulted for healthy dessert ideas before I left work screamed out at me from my laptop. Apparently, there’s a difference, who knew?) Anyway, the health food shop I pass every day on my way to the bus stop (but have never been in) stocked it, along with the rest of the ingredients. Christ knows what it’ll taste like, but it only has forty-five calories a slice. They look almost identical. Close enough that you would never notice the difference if you weren’t looking for it. Later, I will tuck into one of the superfood varieties while claiming that the whopping three-hundred-calorie version I am serving Robert is the exact same thing. If I can do this every night he’ll put on a pound every ten days or so and that will make me very happy. Petty? Me?

He’s home at half seven. Showered and at the breakfast bar by twenty to eight.

‘Where’s George?’ He pours himself a glass of red.

‘Revising at Eliza’s.’

And that’s it. That’s our conversation done. I rack my brains for something to talk about. These days, unless Georgia is here, we tend to eat in silence. I can remember when we used to trip over our words we had so much to say to each other.

‘Good day?’

He grunts a yes through a mouthful of chicken.

‘Saskia turn up on time?’

‘She did.’

I can’t think of anything else to say except ‘Did you shag her today?’ so I turn back to my food. Clearly, I need to work on finding some common ground.
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What to do about Saskia? Apart from use her as a punchbag and then mount her head on my living-room wall, that is. I need to make sure their relationship is well and truly dead before I tell Robert to pack his bags. I don’t want him to have anywhere too cosy to run to. I’ve been racking my brains as to what is the best way to achieve this without giving myself away and the best plan I’ve come up with is this: appeal to her better nature (if she has one).

If Saskia grew to like me, then surely – unless she’s a monster, which she may well be – guilt would start to kick in. It’s one thing to have an affair with a married man if you buy into his lies that his wife is a harridan whose sole purpose in life is to make his existence a misery. It’s another to meet her and discover she is sweet and unthreatening and she loves her husband and clearly believes that he loves her back.

OK, so it’s not exactly foolproof, but it’s all I’ve got. Plus, I get to satisfy my curiosity and get a close-up look at the woman my husband has picked over me. It’s win-win. I just have to work out how to make it happen.

I need to move quickly because filming wraps up in two weeks for the month-long summer break, and after that I’ll have no way of contriving to be in the same place as her at the same time.

As luck would have it, there is some kind of party coming up. I only know this because I was trying to find a time for us to visit Robert’s mum and dad in Bath and, when I suggested a possible date, he told me he couldn’t do it that weekend because it was the producer’s birthday celebration on the Friday night. Robert always likes to show his face at any work-related social do. Now I know why.

In the early days he used to invite me along, but I always declined, thinking I would feel like a spare part and that, anyway, it might be nice for him to spend some time bonding with his co-workers. Yes. I know. After a while he stopped asking and, if I’m being honest, I felt a bit relieved. Making small talk with people I hardly know has never been my forte.

‘Is it Josh’s party this Friday?’ I ask him when we’re sitting side by side in front of the TV. We’re watching Countryfile. Kill me. I mean, really, kill me. He loves it, though, and in my new capacity as compliant wife I’ve agreed to have it on for once. In fact, it was my suggestion. Ask me anything about growing corn. Go on. Ask me.

‘Mmm-hmm,’ he says, by which I think he means yes.

‘I think I might come.’

The look that crosses his face is priceless. There’s a moment when I think he might choke on the Cabernet Sauvignon he’s just taken a swig of. He composes himself quickly.

‘Really? What’s brought this on?’

‘I don’t know. I just feel like I should make more of an effort.’

‘It might … I mean, won’t you feel a bit awkward? Not knowing anyone?’

‘At first, probably. A bit. But … I mean …’ Big, innocent eyes. ‘Don’t you want me there?’

Robert is looking anywhere but at me. Not such a good actor now. ‘Of course, but …’

I wonder what’s rushing through his head. Should he make a last-minute excuse not to go? Tiredness or illness? Will he phone Saskia and tell her she’ll have to stay home? Is she even going in the first place? I have no way of knowing. Chances are, I will end up going to some god-awful do for nothing. But it’s all I have.

‘Is it at his house? Where does he live?’

‘Out in west London somewhere. It’s a long schlep.’ He can’t look at me.

‘You were going anyway, though, right? That’s why we couldn’t go to your mum’s.’

‘I have to show my face. It’s expected.’

Yeah, right, I think. There’s an edict out that says all cast and crew must attend a random social occasion on the outskirts of London just because the producer says so.

‘Well, then. Now you’ll have company on the journey.’

‘I wasn’t planning on coming home first. It’s the opposite direction.’

‘I’ll meet you at the studio. I can get a cab.’

There’s nothing he can say. He’s bang to rights.

‘OK. I wasn’t intending to stay long, though. Just so Josh knows I’ve made the effort.’

‘Fine. I’m looking forward to it.’

I wonder if Saskia was expecting a lift. If she’ll be left to make her own way now. Maybe she’ll decide it’s too much trouble.

On Friday afternoon I agonize over what to wear. For the third day in a row I have walked the first part of my journey to work, wearing some old trainers of Georgia’s that she hasn’t worn herself in years because the colour combination is so 2014. Next week I intend to do it both morning and afternoon. It’s hardly training for a marathon, but it’s something. Obviously, there is no change in my physical appearance as yet. Still a size eighteen. But that’s fine. I don’t want Saskia to think I’m a threat. I need her pity, not for her to dig her heels in and go into competition mode.

The look I want to go for is sweet and homely. That I care about what I look like but not too much. In the end I choose a black skirt that’s rather flattering, if I say so myself, with a teal blouse that’s pretty and feminine but with sack-like qualities. I take my time washing and blowing out my hair – one of my best attributes: long, thick, shiny and chestnut-brown – and making up my face. By five thirty I’m ready, even though my cab’s not due to arrive till half six.

‘How do I look?’ I ask Georgia as she swoops into the kitchen and grabs a Diet Coke from the fridge. She looks me up and down.

‘Fab.’

‘I feel a bit nervous. I don’t know why I said I’d go really.’

‘Have fun, don’t drink too much and don’t do anything you’d be embarrassed for me to hear about,’ she says, an exact rehash of the lecture I give her every time she goes out.

The cab drops me off outside the studio gates and, as agreed, I wait for Robert to pick me up. There was no suggestion of me coming in and having a look around. It’s the end of the filming day and I spot a couple of faces I recognize from my TV screen on their way out. Presumably heading the same direction we are. David, Farmer Giles himself, spots me and waves, rolling down his window. I met him a couple of times during the shooting of the first series, when Robert and I went out to dinner with him and his wife. But we weren’t a foursome that gelled. I’m flattered that he remembers me, though.

‘Hello!’ I walk towards the car.

David seems to be brandishing a ten-by-eight photo of himself. Flat cap on. In Farmer Giles mode.

‘Who’s it to?’

It takes me a moment to realize what’s happening. He thinks that I’m a fan, waiting for a signed picture and maybe the chance to do a selfie with him. For a split second I almost go along with it to spare him the embarrassment of disabusing him, but then I decide that, as I’m bound to be seeing him again in an hour or so, that might be worse.

‘No. I mean … it’s Paula, David. Robert’s wife.’

He looks confused for a second then, thankfully, lets out a big guffaw.

‘Paula! I thought you looked familiar! What are you doing out here?’

‘Waiting for Robert. Are you going to the party?’

‘Sadly, yes. Home first, though, to pick up Grace. Why didn’t you go on in?’

I almost say, ‘Because Robert told me to wait out here,’ but I stop myself. I wonder briefly whether David knows about Robert and Saskia. Whether it’s the gossip of the set. I push the thought from my mind. I can’t think about that humiliation now.

‘Oh … well … you know …’

Luckily, David isn’t really interested in an answer and a couple of other cars have stacked up behind him, waiting to leave.

‘Well, see you later. Are you sure you don’t want that signed photo? You could raise a tenner on eBay!’ He pulls away, chuckling to himself.

I make sure not to make eye contact with any of the other drivers in case the same thing happens again. Consequently, when Robert pulls up, I am examining a cracked piece of pavement.

‘I just saw David. He thought I was an autograph hunter,’ I say as I climb in, thinking it might make him laugh. I’m gratified that it does.

‘Classic,’ he says. ‘He probably gives his parents signed pictures for Christmas.’ David’s self-importance is one of Robert’s favourite topics. He’s never recognized that he has similar tendencies himself these days.

‘I should have just let him do it and then see if he remembered me at the party.’

‘No! You should have told him it was my autograph you were waiting to get. That you didn’t want his, thanks very much.’

‘Ha! And then taken a picture of his expression!’

We keep going along these lines for a few minutes, making each other laugh, and it almost feels like old times. Then Robert says:

‘I only want to show my face at this thing. I’m not feeling too good. Migraine, I think.’

Usually when Robert goes to a party thrown by one of the team, he arrives home in the small hours, waking me up with his over-exaggerated efforts not to wake me up.

‘Oh. When did that start?’

‘I felt it coming on this afternoon. I should have cried off, really.’

I’m not going to give him a get-out clause.

‘Well, see how you feel when you get there.’ What’s he going to do? Drag me out kicking and screaming in front of everyone if he wants to leave before I’ve spotted my prey?

Robert is making a show of rubbing his temples and sighing. Acting lesson 1:01: if the character has a headache, rub your temples. I’ve been making sympathetic noises (remember, you are trying to be the perfect wife) and trying to keep the conversation light.

‘So who’s going to be there?’ I ask as we sit in stationary traffic near Chiswick.

‘No idea,’ he says, which seems, to me, ridiculous.

‘Well, who usually goes to these things?’

‘Just the cast and crew, really. Whoever’s around. I think he’s having some kind of family do tomorrow.’

Rub, rub. Sigh, sigh.

‘Do you want me to take over driving?’

‘No,’ he says in a martyred voice. ‘I’m fine.’

Josh’s house in Richmond is an old Virginia-creeper-clad beauty that’s three times the size of our home. There are a couple of cars in the driveway already, and I’m relieved we’re not the first. I want to be able to get lost in the crowd before Robert starts insisting it’s time to leave.

‘I should park out on the road, really. In case someone blocks us in.’

I don’t argue. We pull up on the verge. It’s a beautiful evening, still just about light. I take a deep breath of the sweetly scented air.

‘We should move out to a quieter area.’

Robert grunts. ‘I wouldn’t want to do that commute every day.’

I don’t point out that it takes way longer to get from our home in Chalk Farm to the studio in Acton than it did to get here from there just now. I imagine the last thing Robert wants to do at the moment is plan a future with me. Well, me too, I want to say. I don’t want you either.

A man I assume is Josh greets us at the front door. Attractive. Mid-forties, I would guess. Very smiley. Jeans and a worn-out but expensive T-shirt. He’s obviously rushed home and changed into his civvies. Cropped hair and a tan. One of those very easy in his own skin people. The opposite of me. He only joined the show a couple of years ago and I know that Robert doesn’t think much of him. He’s friendly enough, though. He offers us a drink. Robert refuses the Prosecco on the grounds that he’s driving. Usually, by the way, when he goes to any kind of work do he books a cab there and back so that he can booze to his heart’s content. Tonight he obviously wants to be on standby for a quick getaway. Plus, I wonder if he’s thinking that, if he doesn’t drink, then I’m less likely to. And if I don’t get a bit of Dutch courage inside me I’m less likely to be asking questions.

‘I’d love one,’ I say, helping myself to a glass from the proffered tray. ‘Thanks.’

‘I was beginning to think he’d made you up,’ Josh says, and his tone is so friendly it puts me at ease a bit.

‘Paula’s not usually one for parties,’ Robert says, with a hint of accusation. I imagine he’s terrified I’m going to start inviting myself along to every event from here on in.

‘Well, it’s good to meet you finally.’

‘This is a beautiful place,’ I say, looking around. Really what I’m doing is trying to spot Saskia.

‘Thanks. We haven’t been here that long. Still a work in progress.’

He and Robert start a conversation about something that happened on set today. It’s quite a funny story about one of the older actors getting in a muddle with her lines and repeating the same one over and over again, regardless of what Robert, who was playing opposite her, said. It’s the kind of thing Robert would have told me in the car once, doing the impression he’s doing now for Josh’s sake, making me laugh.

There are about twenty people already gathered in the spacious, dark-beamed living room. I make a quick scan of the women. Two I recognize as members of the cast. Neither of them Saskia. There is more activity in the adjoining room but I can’t see clearly enough to make out who’s there. As I’m planning my next move the front door opens and about twelve people all come in at once.

‘I’m just going to nip to the loo,’ I say as Robert gets swept up in a hail of hellos. He looks as if he wants to come with me but then someone collars him and I slip away. Josh points the way. Obviously, I’ve got no interest in going there really, so I head for the farthest corner and lurk around near a group of people, wondering what to do next.

And then I see her. Or, at least, I hear her first. That loud voice. Just a touch of her Exeter accent peeking through when she’s not being vigilant.

‘Honestly, it was a scream!’ she’s screeching. My head whips around and there she is, holding court to another woman who looks as if she wants to tell her to shut up but knows she’d never get away with it. Long, thick bob a rich, gleaming honey-blonde, self-satisfied smile on her suspiciously plump lips (I remember the headline in one of those gossipy magazines you read at the dentist’s: ‘Has Saskia the farmer’s wife gone under the knife?’ along with close-ups of various bits of her face that were looking a bit alien. It made no sense either. Robert’s character Hargreaves isn’t a farmer. He’s an antiques dealer. But since when did accuracy get in the way of good copy?) Bright blue eyes the colour of the Mediterranean sky. Skinny as fuck.

I look around to check Robert is still occupied. I can only just see his head in the crowd so I figure I’m safe to make my move. I make my way over to the two women, taking in Saskia as I go. Without all her on-screen make-up, she looks younger but not quite as flawless. When I get close I hover. I can hardly march over and reintroduce myself. I try to look a bit lost and sorry for myself, hoping they’ll take pity on me, but I imagine in reality all they think is, ‘Why is this weird woman hovering next to us?’

They’re talking about Saskia’s frozen shoulder and how it doesn’t seem to be getting better, no matter what. Saskia has a voice that I imagine a chihuahua might use if it could speak. Or a Pekingese. Yap, yap, yap. Or a fly. An annoying little gnat, nipping at your heels.

‘And the worst thing is you lose your independence so completely. You have to ask for help with everything. The other day I had to get Sarah to drive me home because it was hurting so much I couldn’t change gear! I mean, it makes me think what it’s going to be like when I get old and helpless, haha!’

She actually says the word ‘haha!’

I manage to catch the other woman’s eye and smile. Thank God for manners. She now feels obliged to smile back, and I’m sure she’s going to think she has to include me in the conversation too. Unfortunately, she apparently missed the advanced etiquette class because she turns back to Saskia and freezes me out.

Their conversation moves on to exercise. Saskia is working hard to stay in shape despite her niggling injury. I discover that her passion is Bikram yoga. The one you basically do in a sauna.

‘Sounds like torture to me,’ the friend says when she manages to get a word in, and I warm to her a bit, despite her ignoring me.

‘It’s addictive,’ Saskia says. ‘I go every Saturday morning and it sets me up for the whole weekend. It’s that feeling of purging everything from the week, starting afresh. It’s really energizing …’

‘I consider the weekend a rip-roaring success if I ever change out of my pyjamas,’ the other woman interrupts, clearly desperate to be able to contribute to the conversation. ‘Where do you go? I’ve got a friend swears by the one on Regent’s Park Road.’

‘Marylebone. West One Hot Yoga. It’s more low key. Less crowded.’

‘Well, it obviously suits you. Which reminds me, I must go and stock up at the buffet before all the really fattening stuff gets snapped up. Do you want me to get you anything?’

‘No, thanks. I ate earlier.’ Liar. I bet she’s one of those nibble on a celery stick and call it dinner kind of people.

‘Back in a sec.’

The other woman moves off. I don’t really have time for subtleties. Saskia is looking around for someone else to chat to. I can’t just follow her to her next conversation and hope she decides to befriend me. A quick glance assures me no one is looking our way. The room has filled out and I can’t even see across to where, I assume, Robert is still waiting for my return. Here goes nothing. I lob my half-glass of Prosecco at Saskia’s scarlet-clad back. She squeaks and turns accusingly.

‘Oh my goodness, I’m so sorry.’ I reach for a tissue in my bag and start to pat her down. ‘I tripped over the hearth.’

Face to face, Saskia is well put together but not drop-dead gorgeous. For some reason this gives me renewed courage.

‘It’s fine,’ she says. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

‘If you come to the bathroom I can wash it off. Otherwise, you’re going to reek of alcohol.’

‘Won’t be the first time,’ she says, and smiles. She has a lovely smile, damn her.

‘Please let me help clean it off. I don’t know anyone here and I don’t want to be remembered as the woman who ruined someone’s top.’

‘It’s nothing special,’ she says, ‘Nicole Farhi. And I’ve had it for years. At least three, I just fell for the shade. Don’t you think there’s something about red? It’s such a happy colour …’

Has she finished talking? I take a chance. ‘Even so …’

‘OK, I suppose it won’t hurt.’

I lead her in the direction of the bathroom. ‘God, I really am so sorry. I’m Paula, by the way.’

If she registers the name she doesn’t show it, although I’m sure Robert must have warned her I’d be here. ‘Saskia. And stop apologizing. It was an accident. It could have happened to anyone. I once fell over the kerb and dropped an ice cream on a baby! Can you imagine!’

Once we’re in the tasteful traditional bathroom – roll-top bath, floral tiles that are just the right side of kitsch, original, I would guess, porcelain sink – I start to pat down her back with toilet paper and then use my glass, which I still have in my hand for some reason, to dribble water down the stain. ‘It’s going to get wetter, I’m afraid. Then I can dry it off a bit more again.’

I work diligently for a moment, racking my brain for what to say. The whole point of this exercise is that Saskia will find out who I am and, maybe, be struck by a pang of guilt that I can build on somehow later. I’m rendered speechless by the ridiculousness of what I’m trying to do. Thankfully, Saskia feels the need to chat her way through the awkwardness.

‘So why are you here if you don’t know anyone? Just for the free food, haha? I can’t imagine it’s the scintillating company.’

Here’s my in.

‘Oh … because my husband works on the show. Robert Westmore.’

I try to avoid looking at her as I say his name, I don’t want to give myself away. I can sense a change in the air, though. Almost imperceptible, but it’s there.

‘Oh! You’re Robert’s wife! Of course.’ And I think I see the briefest flicker of her eyes up and down as she appraises the competition.

‘I give her my brightest, most disingenuous smile. Open, friendly. Definitely not suspicious. I need to get her attention. Confide. Be vulnerable.

‘We met once before actually … years ago …’

‘Oh yes, at that dinner, wasn’t it?’

It wasn’t. It was at the wrap party for the first series, but I let it go.

‘I don’t know why I came, really. Usually, I say no. I’m not very good with big groups of people I don’t know.’ Careful. Don’t cross over into pathetic
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